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Abstract

Partially inspired by several literary and cinematic works such as August Wilson’s
American Century Cycle, If These Walls Could Talk, and Janice Woods Windle’s True Women
as well as real-life events such as the Zimmerman Telegram, Pearl Harbor, and President
Kennedy’s assassination, Home is a work of fiction that follows one extended family’s journey
from the Progressive Era to the end of the millennium.
In all, almost ninety years of this Texan family and their extended relationships will be
covered by what will eventually be the ten stories that will make up this collection. Each story
(of which the first five, spanning from 1906-1945, are included in this thesis project) takes place
in a different decade of the 20th century. Each story will illustrate the ups and downs and the
highs and the lows that these family members experienced while living through one of the most
turbulent and bloodiest centuries in human history.
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"The ache for home lives in all of us, the safe place where we can go
as we are and not be questioned."
―Maya Angelou
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I. Homecoming
1906

"Home is where one starts from."
—T. S. Eliot
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One

Nestled amongst the piney woods in the unincorporated area of southern Meridian
County stands the Fleur de Lis. Hollingsworth Ogletree took care in purchasing a ten -acre plot
where one’s national alliances or political ideology would not create the conster nation as it did
in his own family or where he once resided in North Carolina.
Paying homage to his new wife’s Louisianan lineage, Hollingsworth surprised Cady with
the French Creole-styled home upon their arrival in Texas. Forty years hence, the two still
reside in the home, finished shortly before their departure from Georgia.
Both daughters remain near, as Hollingsworth had identical French Colonial homes —
the Petite Lis for Savannah, built after her graduation from Vassar and return to Meridian
County; and the Pétale de Lis, built for Alexandria after her marriage to Carter—on either side
of the Fleur de Lis.
Business interests have brought more residents to Meridian County in the intervening
decades, but the trees that have always provided refuge from the people and ideas that
surround them remain their only neighbors.
Though that, just as everything else has, was beginning to change as well.

If looks could kill, Hollingsworth would have met his maker the moment Cady looked at
him from across the table. Though Hollingsworth promised to let her inform each of the girls
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separately about Raleigh’s impending return to Meridian County, his accidental revelation that
their little brother will be returning soon has ruined any chance of that.
After a summer without Alexandria and Carter, who summered in Carter’s home state of
Alabama, Cady had become accustomed to quiet meals. Even quieter still as her sister, Louisa,
summered in Detroit visiting her grandchildren. Her husband, Hosey, and their son, Laurent,
came in and out as their work as Porters allowed.
No Sunday Supper or family gathering with both Savannah and Alexandria in attendance
seemed complete without a row. With Alexandria back, Cady would have to become
reacquainted with Savannah and Alexandria’s constant bickering.
Her girls must have missed the back-and-forth terribly; they usually at least made it to the
main course before beginning the night’s tête-à-tête. Tonight, Louisa, who had returned the
evening before, had not even been able to sit down after bringing out the first course.
“We must do something big to celebrate, Maman,” Alexandria begins. Dressed in her
Sunday finest complete with corset, Alexandria, donned in a new dinner gown, sticks out among
the other women. While her mother, sister, and aunt are dressed comfortably in evening tea
gowns, Bea, Savannah’s companion, wears her preferred riding trousers and a white shirtwaist.
“We absolutely must. We can have a fête here.”
“Raleigh is far too similar to Papa. He’ll only want a small affair with some of his
favorite dishes, Sister,” Savannah counters from across the table, “if he wants anything done for
him at all.” Cady’s eyes have not left her husband sitting at the head of the table as he
concentrates on his soup.
Carter, who sits beside Alexandria, and Bea, who sits beside Savannah, do the same.
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It had taken some time for Raleigh to finally find a place in the world. Not wanting to
follow in his father’s and grandfather’s footsteps into the military, their transportation company,
or stake his own claim in lumber, Raleigh remained an intermittent college student and wanderer
until receiving his call to preach.
He would be graduating from the Episcopalian Theological Seminary soon, and,
according to the letter he wrote to Hollingsworth, is praying to be assigned to a parish in or close
to Meridian County so he can be close to home for the first time since leaving for boarding
school at the age of fourteen.
“His homecoming could be the event of the season—”
“Why must you try to make every little thing into the ‘event of the season,’” Savannah
interrupts.
“We are a family of high standing. This sort of thing calls for something big.”
As her eyes dart between the volleys that Alexandria and Savannah continue to deliver,
Cady feels another headache coming on. Before she can do anything, Louisa is at her side with a
glass of Coca-Cola before sitting in the chair beside her.
Out of the corner of her eye, she sees Louisa helping herself to some of the same and
gives her a little smile as Louisa tilts her glass up to her.
“Maman,” Alexandria exclaims. Chère
“Yes, Chère. I’m listening,” Cady answers, rubbing her temple.
“You and Papa married in October did you not?” Cady looks across the table at
Hollingsworth as he nods. “C’est magnifique,” Alexandria says and beings to laugh. “And
Raleigh sera de retour on the nineteenth?” The only of the three children fluent in their mother’s
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native tongue, Alexandria continues to slip from English to French and back again just as Cady
has always done. “C’est magnifique.”
“Don’t keep us in the dark, Chère,” Cady questions, knowing she will not receive any
peace and quiet until Alexandria talks herself out. “Pourquoi est-ce magnifique?”
“We can hold a fais do-do and celebrate Raleigh’s graduation and your and Papa’s
fortieth anniversary. C’est—”
“Magnifique,” Bea, Savannah’s companion, finishes for her in the same tone, as Cady
finishes the rest of her Coca-Cola.
“You don’t wish to celebrate Maman and Papa and our baby brother’s graduation?”
Alexandria ignores Bea and asks Savannah. She does this in a lower tone after a period of
silence. “Even if he felt called to join the Episcopalians of all people—”
“Not this again,” Hollingsworth interrupts her, but to no avail.
“How on earth did Raleigh wind up an Episcopalian in a family full of Baptists and
Catholics?”
“And Unitarians,” Savannah adds as Louisa exits the dining room.
“And Unitarians,” Alexandria repeats with a roll of her eyes, “mais pour la vie de moi, I
don’t know how either of you ended up in cahoots with them,” she says to both Savannah and
Bea. “Must be a northern thing,” she references both of her siblings’ stays up north for the
duration of their time in boarding school and university.
“Chère. S’il vous plaît,” Hollingsworth asks of her again, using some of the only French
he has been able to learn and remember even after all these years with Cady.
“What’s done is done, I suppose.” Alexandria takes an exaggerated breath before
continuing. “The weather is still nice enough to have the fête outside. Carter,” she turns to her
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husband, “you can get the boys in town to play, right?” Carter nods, not taking his attention away
from his chicken à la king. “And Louisa can get the girls to cook. And if Hosey returns in time,
he can get the boys working on some of his famous crawdads and—” Louisa reenters the dining
room with angel food cake in hand, which is enough to keep everyone quiet for the first time
since Hollingsworth brought up the letter he received from Raleigh detailing his plans.
“Or maybe we can just have a potluck,” Alexandria begins again. “Everyone who comes
can bring a course. Remember when we attended that potluck this summer?” Alexandria asks
Carter, who nods before taking his last bite of cake. “That way we can invite everyone without
us having to do all the work. What do you say, Maman?”
“Carter, I think this is our cue to retire to the porch,” Hollingsworth announces. After a
nod from his wife, he rises.
“Yes, Colonel, I do believe you’re right,” Carter responds, still calling Hollingsworth by
his military title though neither have served for nearly half a century. The two leave for the porch
to indulge in some post-dinner cigars while the women remain at the table. Louisa occupies the
seat vacated by Carter.
Now just the five of them, Cady halts anyone else speaking before they have the chance
to say anything.
“I think doing something for your brother would be grand—” Alexandria squeals with
glee as she claps her hands together. “Something small, however. A potluck with friends and
family, not the whole of high society. Boo’s right about Raleigh’s temperament,” she adds,
bringing a smile to Savannah’s face as well. “He will not want a big to-do.”
“But what about you and Papa? We must do something special this year.”
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“Sunday Supper with our bébés et petits bébés is special, Chère. And something we don’t
get to do nearly as often now that C.J., Walter, and George are away at school.”
“But—”
“Afternoon potluck for Raleigh and then supper for us. Take it or leave it.”
“D'accord,” Alexandria leans back in her chair, defeated. Louisa pats her on the shoulder
before rising once more. It is not long before Alexandria looks down at what Louisa has brought
only to her place setting—her favorite dessert, bread pudding, sitting next to her cake. A smile
returns to her face when she scoops out a hearty portion with her spoon and takes her first bite
without any further delay. “Délicieux.”

In 1879, a trip to the Bowery shortly before her time at Vassar came to an end changed the
course of Savannah’s life.
Before, she had been content to earn her degree and become a governess until she met a
suitable match to marry. But seeing the number of people—the number of children—in such dire
circumstances was nothing she had seen during her time at Mrs. Fosters or Vassar.
For her, this experience altered the way she saw the world forever.
She spent every weekend of her remaining time in New York traveling down to the
downtrodden neighborhood to serve in any way she could.
And it was there where she first met Bea, who had begun serving there after summering in
England and encountering a similar plight on the other side of the Atlantic.
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Upon her graduation, she fulfilled her promise to return home to Meridian County after
almost a decade away. Shortly after her return, she discovered those newly arrived from Western and
Central Europe living in conditions similar to what she found in the Bowery.
The lucky ones found low-wage employment at the lumber camps and mills that had begun
to appear in earnest and earned just enough to rent a room in some of the pre-War homes left
standing. Many subsisted as transient workers barely making enough to pay off their bills or afford a
bed in the lodging homes.
“We’d be doing something good, Mother,” Savannah told Cady over supper. The
conversation had long moved on from her not being able to find a family in need of a governess
nearby.
Having perfected her speech when speaking to the other women in the area with enough
money to afford domestic help or at least a financial contribution to aide those who were unable to
earn enough on their own, she attempts it once more in order to convince her parents to do the
same.
“You know how I feel about this, Boo,” Cady responded, taking a long sip of her water. “If
I wanted hired help to cook and clean for me, I would have asked for it.”
“This home is far too big for one person to clean. You say that all the time,” Savannah
reminded her mother. “This way, we’d be doing good and the burden of maintaining this home
would no longer be on you.”
“We will donate whatever you wish and you can probably get some of those people hired by
the railroad, can’t you, Hol?” Cady asks Hollingsworth.
“I would be happy to do both, but Vanna has a point, My Love. You already have men
helping with the outdoor work. We could easily hire help for in here as well. Free you up to do other
activities—”
9

“I do not wish to spend my time doing other activities,” Cady quietly responded, not wishing
to argue with her husband in front of Savannah.
“Mother—”
“I am done discussing this matter,” she rose to retrieve the gumbo from the stovetop. The
three ate the remainder of the meal in silence.
After washing the evening’s dishes, Cady did not join Hollingsworth or Savannah in the
parlor. She instead went straight upstairs after drying the last dish. Savannah waited for Cady to
return downstairs. When she did not, Savannah decided to try her luck and retired upstairs as well.
While Louisa usually fixed Cady’s hair for the evening, she was traveling on the train both
Hosey and Laurent now worked on while the school she taught out was out for harvest season.
Though they worked at a near-constant pace throughout the route, it was the best chance to see
either of them with any sort of regularity.
Savannah took it upon herself to help her mother prepare to retire for the evening.
“This is very nice of you, Boo, but this will not change my mind,” Cady warned as Savannah
began to comb her waist-length hair.
“Mother—”
“I do not wish for complete strangers to be traipsing around my home all day and night.”
Savannah combed her mother’s hair in silence and prepared to French braid the two parts she had
created. “I enjoy my solitude. I enjoy my privacy. I will not become mired in gossip because people
cannot keep their mouths shut.”
“It doesn’t have to be that way, Mother.”
Cady gave the exasperated sigh that let Savannah know that she was beginning to wear her
mother down. The same sigh she heard before her mother acquiesced and allowed her to move to
Virginia to attend Mrs. Fosters School for Girls and further north to New York to attend Vassar.
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“Your privacy will not be compromised. You won’t become fodder for gossip.” Cady stilled
Savannah’s movements, took her hand, and moved her around to face her. Savannah leaned against
the bureau.
“Ton grandpére had so many people working in his home, I never had a moment’s peace the
whole time I resided there. I did not care for that sort of life then, and I do not wish to live it now.”
Cady stunned Savannah by revealing so much and for even mentioning her Grandpére Beautemps.
For one, Cady never spoke about her life before Texas. Secondly, Cady never spoke about her father
or any of her relations save for Louisa.
Any information Savannah learned about her Grandpére Beautemps—or anything
concerning her mother—came from Louisa.
“It wouldn’t have to be that way,” Savannah began again. “I could search for those who can
take care of what you do not enjoy doing, like cooking or the laundry. Or who can tidy up the
common areas downstairs but not bother with the upstairs. Whatever you wish, Mother. You will
still have your solitude.”
“Why is this so important to you, Boo?” Cady asked while handing her a pin, allowing
Savannah to return to the task at hand.
“Words alone cannot describe what I have witnessed while helping these poor souls. But we
must do something, Mother. Something more than just a donation here or there.”
“This wouldn’t have anything to do with this Bea woman you have been writing to me
about,” Cady looked at her daughter’s reflection through the mirror as Savannah finished the second
braid and placed her mother’s hair in her sleeping bonnet.
Savannah averted her eyes from the mirror, focusing on her mother’s hair.
“Am I interrupting?” Hollingsworth asked upon entering, and Cady’s eyes moved from
Savannah to his.
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“Just Boo convincing me to allow her to hire some help. With parameters,” she added
before Savannah had a chance to show any signs of excitement. Savannah nodded and hugged Cady.
Not surprisingly, Cady did not reciprocate, but Savannah had long since lost any notions of her
mother being an affectionate person. “I will leave any further details to you two. Please do not make
me regret this,” she told both and retired for the evening.
Thus began Savannah’s first “project.”

Over the intervening years, the family employed an assortment of staff and housed those
who did not have other accommodations. Once the Petite Lis and the Pétale de Lis were built,
both Savannah and Alexandria staffed and accommodated their own staff in their spare rooms.
Due to Cady’s continued reluctance to be waited on hand and foot, Savannah continues to
be at the helm of the Fleur de Lis’s household business in addition to her role at the
schoolhouse—her second “project,” which she began shortly after starting her first one, involved
building a schoolhouse in Meridian County for her to teach at and for the area’s children to
attend.
But on the weekends, the family was on their own. Savannah or Bea was in charge of
Saturdays’ meals as Alexandria and Carter dined alone in the Petalé de Lis; Louisa cooked
Sunday Suppers when she was in town while Cady washed the dishes after both nights.
Hollingsworth was usually able to coax her into town to eat when the others were away so Cady
would not be tasked with cooking at all.
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As Cady washes this evening’s dishes, the other women sit in the parlor partaking in card
games, and the men sit on the porch.
Five card loo is a particular favorite for all having been taught to play by Bea some time
ago. She, herself, learned the game while summering in England as a college student. Once the
gambling aspect of the game was removed, learning that England’s society women played it was
enough to make Alexandria want to learn the game as well though she has always loathed Bea
and her “radical progressivism.”
As Savannah and Alexandria have never gotten on well enough to play on the same team
and games become too competitive with the two playing as opponents, five card loo remains one
of the few games still allowed in the Fleur de Lis.
The genial play almost takes a turn for the worst when Bea mentions reading about
Finland giving their women the right to vote. Cady sighs from the kitchen, and she rightly
assumes this will set Savannah and Alexandria off into another spirited debate on whether
American women should gain suffrage as well.
In between games, Louisa walks right by Cady to get a refill of Coca-Cola. Cady’s
chuckle is met with a whop on her shoulder before Louisa returns to the parlor. Save for that and
another pause where Cady can overhear Savannah asking Alexandria to find where in the Bible
states women voting is an abomination in the eyes of God, it proves to be an unremarkable end
to the night.
At nine, Hollingsworth walks Savannah and Bea back to the Petite Lis and Carter comes
to escort Alexandria back to the Pétale de Lis. Left behind, Cady dries the last of dishes.
As has become their Sunday evening ritual, Cady puts on some water to boil so she and
Louisa can enjoy a quiet cup of tea. Once she hears Carter and Hollingsworth return to the porch
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for the nightcap Louisa has ready for them, Cady retires upstairs to bathe. Once she has finished,
she calls for Louisa.
“I don’t know how you managed to raise two girls so different from one another,” Louisa
remarks as she styles Cady’s graying hair into matching French braids for the evening. As Cady
fidgets beneath Louisa’s nimble fingers, she feels the pop of the brush hitting her on the
shoulder. “Stop moving now. I’m almost done,” Louisa scolds as she must most nights as Cady’s
tender scalp seldom allows her to get through this without Cady’s fidgeting causing her to have
to start over. “Something both them girls got from you though. Caint none of you sit still and let
someone do your hair.”
“Then learn how to be gentle,” Cady responds with a huff, earning her another pop on the
shoulder.
“Say all you want about me, but their tender heads and willfulness come straight from
leur maman.” Louisa adds, making them both laugh as they switch positions for Cady to tend to
Louisa’s coarse hair.
“What’s so funny,” Hollingsworth enters the bedroom in his sleep attire.
“Just trying to figure out how we managed to end up with girls as different as night and
day,” Cady answers him with bobby pins in her mouth.
“Been wonderin’ that myself. Who won this time?”
“Afternoon potluck with friends and family for Raleigh and a family-only supper for us.”
“Ever the negotiator,” he kisses Cady’s cheek before lying down. The knock on the front
door shortly after startles everybody. “Who on earth could be calling on us at this hour?” He
reaches for his rifle, makes sure there are bullets inside, and walks downstairs.
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“Maybe it’s Raleigh surprising us. He always did know how to make an entrance,”
Louisa jokes as Cady gets back to pinning after Hollingsworth departs. Even his birth, which
occurred years after she and Hollingsworth had finished raising Savannah and Alexandria, was a
surprise. Cady had not known she was expecting until she found herself felled by what she
thought was indigestion when evidence of labor presented itself.
“I can’t imagine him coming all this way just for a quick visit when he may be back for
good so soon.” Curiosity getting the better of her, Cady puts on her robe and leaves the bedroom
to see who is downstairs with Louisa following closely behind. “Hol, who’s at the door?” she
asks once she arrives in the foyer. Hollingsworth turns around and looks at her, and she is able to
see who is on the other side of the door. “Mon Dieu,” she whispers to herself once she able to get
a good look at the visitor. He looks worse for the wear, but she would know those cold, gray eyes
anywhere. “Montgomery.”
“Acadia,” the man reaches out to her before losing his balance and being caught by
Hollingsworth.

Cady paces the length of her bedroom, speaking to herself only in French.
Louisa, who followed her up the stairs as Hollingsworth and his personal attendant,
Matthias, carried Montgomery into the parlor, watches Cady while leaning on her dressing table.
“Have you spoken to Hol,” Cady finally acknowledges Louisa’s presence and asks in
English. While Louisa is versed in the Cajunized French she learned during her childhood in
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Lafayette Parish, Cady’s proficiency of the true language came due her time spent in a French
finishing school. “Is he angry? He must be furious.”
“The Colonel thinks you hung the moon and the stars. Caint rightly say he’s ever spent a
second of his life mad at you—” a knock on the door interrupts Louisa. Without a clue in regards
to what to say, Cady asks Louisa to tell him that she is not ready to see him yet. When Louisa
returns from conveying such, she finds that Cady has ceased her pacing. “We must tell the girls,”
Louisa eventually says, sitting next to Cady on the bed and taking a hold of her hand.
“D’accord,” Cady whispers, but neither moves for some time.
It is not until the two of them can hear Savannah and Alexandria’s voices coming from
downstairs that Louisa rises. It takes some doing, but she coaxes Cady into rising as well.
Louisa leads Cady down the stairs to meet the girls. Alexandria begins asking questions
as soon as she sees Cady while Savannah remains silent, still attempting to awaken fully.
All of her questions go unanswered as Cady is unable to even look at them, her eyes
remaining on the floor. Alexandria attempts to ask Hollingsworth instead, but nothing comes
from him either.
“Bébés,” Louisa steps in, “we got a visitor,” she informs them, grabbing ahold of one of
Savannah and Alexandria’s hands as she leads them out of the foyer and into the parlor.
Both girls sharply inhale upon seeing the visitor still lying on the parlor’s chaise lounge.
Just as she did when she was frightened or timid as a child, Alexandria grabs ahold of her older
sister’s hand.
“Daddy,” Savannah whispers.
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Two

Cady only remains downstairs long enough to hear Louisa instruct Matthias and
Hollingsworth to move Montgomery to one of the bedrooms and retires upstairs before she hears
an answer.
Neither Alexandria nor Savannah’s questions are answered—and both have so many
questions needing answers. Both move to follow her up the stairs until Louisa stops and asks
them to give Cady some time to process what has occurred.
Both nod, and Louisa gives each a kiss on the check before they follow their mother
upstairs to her bedroom. As they did many times before Savannah left for boarding school and
Alexandria left for finishing school, Alexandria lies down on the left side of Cady. Once
Savannah found a heavy enough blanket to keep her sister and mother warm from the night chills
both suffer from, she lies down uncovered on the right side.
Louisa enters a short time later to inform them that she had Matthias fetch the doctor to
call on Montgomery as Hollingsworth gets him settled in Raleigh’s room.
Cady remains silent. It is a restless night for her, only occupied by the sounds of her
sleeping daughters and the cicadas and crickets outside.
Just as she did when they were younger, she slowly climbs out of the center of the bed so
as not to disturb them. After freshening up, she goes in search for her husband, who she knows is
already awake and beginning his day.
Now retired, Hollingsworth continues his same routine from all of the years he worked at
the railroad company his father founded―chief among them, he still rose before dawn though he
17

has nothing of import to do. Neither Cady nor the children have ever been early risers, so he
spends most mornings before breakfast reading or writing correspondence to his former business
associates.
“You never came to bed last night,” Cady startles him as he sits in the library writing a
letter to his brother, who took the reins of the family business interests upon his retirement
shortly after President Roosevelt’s inauguration.
Hollingsworth stands as Cady walks to the seat next to him. After she sits, he does the
same and takes another sip of his now-tepid coffee.
“I thought it best to sleep elsewhere,” Hollingsworth explains. He would have prepared
Raleigh’s room to sleep in, but it is currently occupied by Montgomery. Instead, he spent the
night in Laurent’s former room in Hosey and Louisa’s suite just off the Fleur de Lis’ kitchen.
“The girls could have slept in their old rooms. There was no need for you to sleep
elsewhere if you did not wish to.” Her voice remains even, making it all that much harder for
him to know what he should say next.
“You girls needed some time to yourselves,” he responds softly. He adds nothing more
though he thinks he should mention his plans to send word to Raleigh so he is abreast of the
situation.
It is the first time she has spoken to him let alone looked at him since Montgomery
arrived. He does not want to push, say the wrong thing, and worsen her mood.
“Are you writing your brother?”
“I am.”
“Are you going to tell William about this?”
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“I have no intentions of telling anyone. Just answering a question he had about our
interests in the Southwest.” She nods. “You’re up early this morning,” he continues to tread
lightly. “You don’t usually beat the sun up.”
“I never went to sleep,” Cady answers after awhile, and Hollingsworth nods. “Did you?
Sleep any?”
“Some. Very little, though. May need another one of these to get me through the
morning,” he holds up his cup before finishing off its contents and clearing his throat. “Doc says
he doesn’t have much time left,” Hollingsworth informs her, but she deduced such after taking in
Montgomery’s emaciated appearance the night before. “His heart’s just about given out on him.
If you or the girls want to speak to him, you must do it soon.” Cady nods, mentioning she will let
the girls know and prepare their rooms once they awaken only to learn from Hollingsworth that
Louisa has already taken care of that.
“She really does think of everything, doesn’t she?” Cady asks after another prolonged
period of silence.
“That she does,” he adds and leans back in his chair. “You know, seeing the three of you
lying there in bed last night made me think back to when I first met you and you still hated the
sight of me—”
“I never hated you,” Cady corrects him with the faintest of smiles appearing on her face.
It often took awhile, but he always could find the right thing to say to make her smile, even when
she was at her worst.
“You hated every fiber of my being, My Love. Thought you always would for a time.
You used to sleep with Savannah and Alexandria on either side of you back in Georgia.”
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“Didn’t have much of a choice with you and your ruffians taking over my entire house.”
The war had barely ended when Hollingsworth and his unit were assigned to their last post:
Cady’s home—the home she shared with Montgomery. His troops confiscated and boarded at the
modest home and those in the immediate area.
Her first words to him—other than curses and epithets—were thanks to him after learning
others had been removed from their homes. Though he and his “ruffians” had invaded, he at least
allowed her, Louisa, and the children to stay.
“Hol—” Cady begins, but he rises and causes Cady to stiffen up when he places his hand
on her shoulder before exiting the library to inquire about breakfast.

With Savannah teaching at the Meridian County Schoolhouse all day and Cady having no
desire to be in the same home let alone the same room as Montgomery, Alexandria has taken it
upon herself to care for her father.
Family should care for family. For better or worse, Montgomery is family, and it is their
duty to care for him during his final days. She reiterates this each time Savannah asks why she
will not allow some of their hired help to look after Montgomery, at least part of the time, so she
can take a break.
Often the only one who can reach her, it is Louisa who must demand that to take a break.
With the promise that she will not take her eyes off of Montgomery, Alexandria finally
acquiesces.
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Alexandria first tends to her hair. Not even these circumstances allow for her to go into
town looking an absolute mess. Pinning her long auburn tresses into a simple Grecian knot, she
then changes into more appropriate going-into-town attire and adorns her head with a suitable
hat.
She sets off for town in search for Hollingsworth, who had county business to attend to.
Though several miles away, Alexandria chooses to walk until Matthias sees her as he is driving
back to the Fleur de Lis from dropping off Hollingsworth in town.
Imploring her to allow him to take her, she relents and gets in the back of the family’s
Touring for Matthias to drive her into town
Once she finds him in the Magnolia Café, where he usually takes his lunch should he
need to make a trip into town, she demands that he make Savannah and Cady share the load in
the caring of Montgomery.
“It’s not fair for this burden to be on me alone,” she adds once he stands and leads her to
a more secluded area of the café.
“When have you ever known me to demand any of you to do anything,” he responds,
handing her his handkerchief to tend to her tears.
“You could start, you know. Would it kill you to put your foot down for once?”
“In regards to your mother or Vanna? Yes, I think it might,” he jests with a smile. The
comment makes Alexandria laugh in spite of herself. “And there are other people who are
willing to assist you, Chère. You have chosen not to let them.”
“Strangers should not be tasked to care for family, Papa.”
“I will talk to them, but I will not force anyone to be near him who does not wish to,” he
responds with as much authority as he will ever use on one of his loved ones. “Did you have
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Matthias wait for you outside?” he softens. She nods. “How about some lunch like old times
before we leave?” She shakes her head, but gives him a small smile.
When Hollingsworth still worked for the railroad company his father founded, Savannah
could never be torn away from her books long enough to accompany him.
Alexandria, however, loved going into town and watching him work and continued to do
so throughout her childhood until her departure for Madame Devereaux’s Finishing School.
“I mustn’t stay,” she eventually answers Hollingsworth. “What if he…,” she finds herself
unable to finish the thought. “What a stupid notion. Spent all my life thinking he was dead just
about. What difference does it make now?” She leans back in her seat with a huff. Hollingsworth
sits down beside her. “I don’t know why I said that, Papa. Je suis désolée.”
“You have had a very stressful few days,” he excuses, taking ahold of her hand.
“No reason to be ugly.”
“Perhaps not, but the circumstances allow for a moment of misplaced composure, don’t
you think?” Reluctantly, she nods, and he continues. “How about this? We’ll get us a quick meal.
I’ll even make sure we find some ice cream to calm our sweet tooth, but don’t tell your maman.”
She chuckles at the last part and nods. Hollingsworth built a relationship with Savannah through
a mutual love of reading; with Alexandria, it was through their mutual love of sweets.
After a brief lunch of Hollingsworth successfully prodding her to eat some soup, the two
stop at Lowell’s Pharmacy for some ice cream. While there, Alexandria picks up some medicines
that may help Montgomery with the pain.
Just as he promised, Hollingsworth takes Savannah aside as Alexandria walks upstairs
and into her childhood bedroom. For her part, Alexandria yields and allows some of the hired
help to assist her caring for Montgomery. Other than that, little has changed.
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Savannah continues to eat breakfast at the Fleur de Lis with her family before Matthias
drives her to the schoolhouse and returns for supper before retiring to the Petite Lis the evening.
She does not spend a moment tending Montgomery nor does Cady.
Louisa abets Alexandria for the most part, but the longer Alexandria cares for
Montgomery—and the longer her questions concerning why Cady or Savannah refuse to help
remain unanswered—the shorter she becomes.
The joy she felt a short time ago upon learning of Raleigh’s return becomes a distant
memory due to Montgomery’s.

Three

Save for a passing comment Carter makes about missing the lively conversations between
Alexandria and Savannah that makes all but Cady chuckle, Sunday Supper is a morose affair.
The bulk of the conversation occurs between Hollingsworth, Carter, and Bea while
Savannah and Alexandria only contribute monosyllabic responses when the others try to engage
them in conversation.
Cady says nothing at all.
Even when the conversation delves into the recent unrest in Atlanta, the guaranteed
spirited discussion that always occurs whenever someone broaches such a controversial topic
never comes. Alexandria spends most of the meal staring out the window while Savannah and
Cady both stare down at the food in front of them.
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Some time in between the entrée and dessert, Hollingsworth compliments Savannah’s
cooking—done to give Louisa a much-deserved break since she has borne much of the brunt of
caring for Montgomery that Alexandria did not.
Savannah smiles her thanks.
“Though Louisa was my primary culinary teacher, Mother was the one who taught me
how to make red beans and rice shortly before I left for Mrs. Foster’s. She wanted me to take
some of my heritage east with me,” she remembers with a smile, causing the others—save for
Cady and Alexandria—to laugh. “I had to leave some of the heat out, of course—”
“And my stomach thanks you for that,” Hollingsworth tells her.
“I second that,” Bea responds, and Carter nods his agreement before taking another bite.
“I didn’t think you cooked at all, Mother Cady,” Carter says after he finishes eating. He is
greeted with silence. “You should have some, Mother Cady. It would be a pity for such good
cooking to waste,” Carter adds.
“You are absolutely right, Carter,” she reaches across the table and hands her bowl to
him. “There. Now it will not go to waste,” she adds with a clipped and exaggerated Southern
drawl.
“There’s no need to be rude, Maman. He was just giving you a compliment.”
“It’s alright, Dria,” Carter quietly tells her.
“It is not alright. She would never allow us to treat a guest in such a manner—”
“Please, Sister. No need to make a scene,” Savannah tries to calm Alexandria down, but
to no avail. “None of us are in our right minds right now—”
“Why aren’t you in your right mind? You’ve not done a single thing. You’ll care for
complete strangers but won’t tend to your own father,” she references Savannah’s ongoing
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“projects” including providing the funds to pay for exceptional students’ lodging at boarding
schools once they have finished their studies at the schoolhouse. “And neither have you,”
Alexandria points at Cady. “Neither of you have done a thing. You’ve no reason to feel
troubled.”
“Don’t speak to your mother in that tone of voice, Chère—”
“And you,” Alexandria sets her sights on Hollingsworth. “You sit here and let her do it.
She would never condone us acting in such a manner, but she always has because you have
always let her.” Alexandria is standing now, her chest rising and falling in quick succession. It
takes several moments of Carter’s cajoling to finally make her sit down. “He’s our father. How
dare you do nothing for him in his last days.” Once again seated, Savannah is back in her
eyesight.

“Feeling better?” Savannah asks Alexandria after several moments of silence, meeting
her younger sister’s icy gray glare with one of her own.
“Boo,” Hollingsworth warns.
“I’ve nothing else to say, Colonel,” Savannah rises. “I’m glad dinner was to your
satisfaction. You’ll forgive me for not staying for coffee or parlor games this evening.” She
walks over to Hollingsworth and kisses his cheek before departing from the Fleur de Lis.
With a temperament most similar to her mother’s, Savannah can only stay in the bath for
a short time once she returns to the Petite Lis before the urge to retire to bed overtakes her.

25

“Dinner turned out to be lively after all,” Bea jokes after coming out from her bath.
“Thought it would be a downright bore for a good while.” She enters the empty side of the bed.
“Why did you never tell me?” Savannah sighs. “I know you don’t want to talk about it, but we
have told each other everything, Vanna. Why have you kept this secret for so long?”
“I don’t wish to talk about it, Bea,” she mirrors the words she has heard Cady utter so
many times throughout her life. Savannah rolls over to the side facing away from Bea.
Bea reaches for The Jungle and begins to read from where she left off last as Savannah
continues to stare straight ahead at the wall.
“We were informed that he was killed while fighting in Tennessee. I had no reason to
believe otherwise…until now,” Savannah eventually confesses.
Bea reaches over and kisses Savannah’s temple before offering her hand. Savannah
accepts it, turns around, and curls herself into Bea’s side as Bea reads Upton Sinclair’s words
aloud.

With Savannah and Bea departing and Alexandria returning to Raleigh’s room to tend to
Montgomery, Sunday Supper is all but over after Alexandria’s outburst. Shortly after the girls
leave, Cady does so as well, taking Hollingsworth’s glass of bourbon with her as she sets out for
the stairs and her bedroom.
When Hollingsworth arrives at the top of the stairs, he sees Louisa standing outside the
bedroom door. With the warning that Cady was in one of her moods and did not wish to be
disturbed, Louisa excuses herself.
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Well aware of what awaits him, he enters their bedroom, closing the door behind him.
“I said I do not wish to be bothered, Louisa. Go away.” Cady sits at his desk, pen in hand.
“It’s not Louisa,” Hollingsworth informs her, removing his dinner jacket and loosening
his tie.
“My sentiments remain the same,” Cady tells him, her back still turned towards him. She
recoils when he touches her shoulder, and he sits on the bed.
“May I ask what you’re doing?”
“Writing. What does it look like? Fou à lier,” begins several sentences in French that he
is not able to understand save for the fact that she has called him a crazy fool. With a loud
exhale, she calms herself as she takes a healthy drink from the glass of his bourbon that she took
with her from the dining room. Grimacing, she adds, “I will never understand how you have such
an affinity for this concoction” in English before finishing the remainder.
“It seems you’ve taken a liking to it yourself.”
“Out of desperation. Nothing more.” She holds her glass out, asking for a refill. He rises
and pours more bourbon from the bottle he keeps in the bedroom. “I’m working on a letter to
Raleigh,” she reveals. “I must finish and send it off before he returns. I thought Montgomery
may expire before his arrival, but just in case he does not…I do not want him to be surprised—”
“Like we were,” Hollingsworth finishes for her. “Would you like some help?”
“This is for me to do, Hol. My mess.”
He places a replenished glass on the desk beside the piece of paper.
“Everything we’ve been through, we’ve gotten through together. This is no different.”
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“This is different,” she begins to get worked up again. “This is very different. Do not
insult my intelligence by saying anything to the contrary.” The tears she has been holding back
for days begin to fall in earnest.
She rests her head on her hands, only moving to swat his hand away from her.
Cady has never been one for affection or his consoling her. While he thought this time
might be different, he discovers it is not.
Changing into his sleep attire, he is not surprised that she is still at his desk as he lies
down in the bed.
She is still there, still awake, when he awakens the next morning.
He walks over to his desk to give Cady a kiss good morning. For the first time in longer
than he can remember, she lets him do this without leaning away from him or rebuffing him
altogether.
She leans into him as he stands her to her feet and walks her to the bed. She allows him to
tuck her into bed and give her one more kiss on the cheek before he sets off for the door.
“Hol,” he hears her say right as he opens the door. “Stay. Please?” He closes the door,
removes his morning suit jacket, and lies down on his side facing her.
“Get some rest, My Love,” he traces her cheek with his finger and offers a small smile
which she reciprocates before closing her eyes.

Raleigh had it all planned out. With his studies at the Episcopal Theological Seminary
completed in advance, he would surprise his family by returning home two weeks prior to when
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they were expecting him. If nothing else, he wished to avoid any of the fanfare Alexandria may
have been planning for him.
Since he had not alerted anyone of his arrival, he must wait for a coach traveling into
Meridian County once he arrives at the train depot in Hughes County.
Not long after he freshens up in the washroom, a coach arrives going north. He purchases
passage settles in for the ride.
He had not come back often since leaving for boarding school at fourteen. Holiday visits
as an adult had been scarce. Save for regular correspondence with The Colonel, Louisa, and
Vanna, Raleigh had fallen out of touch with his life in Meridian County.
But twelve years away from home had been enough for him.
He was ready to come home and stay for awhile.
With thanks to the driver for stopping right at the property’s entrance, Raleigh walks up
the driveway holding his suitcase. He passes the men and women tending to the large garden at
the northernmost point of the property. Louisa has tended the smaller, family garden located in
between the three homes for as long as he can remember, but the larger garden feeds the hired
help and Carter sells the excess crops at The Company Store.
While he can hear people working inside, he enters the Fleur de Lis without running into
anyone.
He quietly walks up the stairs. Turning left at the top of the staircase, he walks down the
hallway to his bedroom. When he opens the door, he finds a strange man in his bed and
Alexandria sleeping in a chair beside it.
He walks to his sister and taps her shoulder to wake her up. With a gasp that she quickly
covers with her hand, she rises and hugs him before swatting his shoulder.
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“You’re not due back here until later this month,” she whispers, as not to wake the man
sleeping in the bed.
“Hello to you too, Dria,” he whispers back with a chuckle. “I guess getting some rest in
my bed is out of the question.” The second comment causes her eyes to grow wide. “Is this
another one of Vanna’s projects?”
“Mon Dieu. You don’t know, do you?”
“Know what?” Alexandria takes ahold of Raleigh’s hand and leads him downstairs.
There, they find Cady instructing one of the hired help in German; acquired he is sure thanks to
Savannah, who has learned the language while working with the community of German
immigrants who have made their home near Meridian County’s train depot.
“Maman,” Alexandria calls out.
“What is it, Chère,” she responds and turns around.
“Hello Mother,” Raleigh greets her. “Surprise.”

Four

As he sits in between Hollingsworth and Cady on the parlor’s sofa, Raleigh learns that he
was the one in for the big surprise as Hollingsworth relays what has transpired in the preceding
weeks.
“How come you never told me any of this?” Raleigh asks Cady after taking the necessary
time to process everything he has just been told.
“Your mother—”
30

“Pardon me for interrupting, Colonel, but I want to hear from Mother now.” Raleigh
turns his attentions back to Cady. “You were married before?” Cady looks down at her hands
balled together in her lap as she nods. “Savannah and Alexandria are that man’s daughters?”
“Your sisters are my daughters in every way that has ever mattered,” Hollingsworth
corrects him before his mother has a chance to answer.
“Ton père moved us here after he was discharged from the Union,” Cady finally begins to
answer. “I wanted to leave my past behind. So I did.”
Hollingsworth continues on where Cady stops.
Raleigh learns that when he met her, she had been left alone raising Savannah and
Alexandria with little help outside of Louisa for the War Between the States’ duration. The three
of them, Louisa, and Laurent remained in the home given to Cady and Montgomery as a
wedding present from her father, but they had little else.
Any valuables they once owned had long since been sold in order to earn enough money
to survive as the War drew on.
Hollingsworth and his squad found Cady’s home an adequate place to set up operations
but nothing else.
Hollingsworth reaches over to hold Cady’s hand. She surprises Raleigh when she does
not pull away as he has seen her do so many times before.
Cady instead shakes her head alerting her husband that she does not wish for him to
divulge anymore.
“Your mother didn’t have the easiest life before arriving here, Son.” Hollingsworth
finishes.
“So that absolves her for abandoning her husband to marry you instead?”
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“She did no such thing.” Hollingsworth answers before Cady is able to and in a tone
Raleigh had never heard his father use before. “I was notified that her husband died and
informed her. Until he arrived here, we had no reason to believe otherwise.”
“Are you alright Bébé?” Cady asks Raleigh after a period of silence.
“I come home for the first time in years, find out that my mother is a bigamist, and the
only reason you have bothered to tell me that her actual husband and Vanna and Alex’s actual
daddy is here is because he’s sleeping in my bedroom. No, I can’t rightly say that I’m alright,
Mother. Thank you for asking.” Raleigh rises with the intent to leave, and Hollingsworth stands
to stop him.
“I know you must be shocked right now, Son. We all are, but you will not disrespect your
mother. Apologize. Now—”
“It’s okay, Hol.” Cady rises. “Welcome home Bébé. Je suis tellement désolée.”

Louisa almost runs into Cady, who is leaving the parlor as she enters after another long
day at the Meridian County Colored Schoolhouse.
“Raleigh, I’ve prepared Laurent’s room for you,” she informs him, holding two glasses of
Hollingsworth’s bourbon. Holding one out for Hollingsworth, he takes it, thanks her, and exits
the parlor. “Caint remember if men of your kind of cloth can drink or not, but in case you can.”
She hands him the glass.
“Thank goodness we can, because I need it,” he kisses Louisa on the cheek. “Thank you.”
She leads him through the kitchen and into Laurent’s bedroom. “What’s another family secret,”
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Raleigh says with a laugh once he enters, causing Louisa to shut the door. “We have so many of
them after all.”
“Bébé—”
“I know. What a rotten thing to say. I just….” He sits down on the bed. “Part of me can’t
believe y’all would keep something so serious from me. Not when I have been apprised of so
many other things over the years.” With a sigh, he adds, “I reckon it does explain a lot about
Mother though.”
“How you reckon that?”
“There has always been a part of her that was just so…distant. You and The Colonel
learned how to navigate it well enough, but she’s never been all here in all my days of knowing
her.”
“She did her best, Bébé. She ain’t had an easy life.”
“So that gives her the right to lie for all these years?”
“She never lied,” the comforting tone of her voice has been replaced by a sterner one that
Raleigh has not heard since his boyhood antics led to a talking to from Louisa. “She never
mentioned it to you, but she never lied.”
“Yeah, but she never told the truth either. Neither did Vanna or Dria.” Louisa sits down
next to him on the bed. “Always wondered how Mother’s green eyes and The Colonel’s blue
eyes begat gray eyes. Now I know they didn’t.”
Louisa sighs, knowing once again, she will be tasked with conveying information about
Cady to calm things over. In her mind, she works out what she will share about his mother that
will not cause Cady to once again shun her for a period of time once she learns of the revelation.
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“Tes soeurs were so young when your daddy moved us all here. Ta maman was too.
Around your age in fact.” Raleigh looks at her with a raised eyebrow. “Grand-père Beautemps
married her off before she was fifteen years old, Bébé. Had Boo by seventeen and two underfoot
by nineteen.”
“She had you. You’ve been with her all her life. Unless that was a lie too.”
“Imma let that one pass, but that’s your last one,” she warns before continuing. “If you
must know, I had Laurent to care for, but I spent all those four years worried sick about Hosey
making it home alive. Caint rightly say I was any help to anyone until he did.”
“Why would Grand-père Beautemps do such a thing?” Louisa sighs and takes ahold of
his hand.
“He often played spirited gambling games with some others in Lafayette Parish.
Montgomery would join in when he was in town on business. One game got exceptionally
competitive. Ton grand-père lost but did not want to part with so much money, so he came up
with another arrangement instead.”
“And what was that?”
“Ta maman. Ton grand-père set off for France to pull her out of her schooling, bring her
back to America, and marry her off to Montgomery.” Unsure of what to say next, she remains
silent and allows Raleigh to process what he has been told.
“…why she never allowed gambling in the house…why she wouldn’t let Dria get
married until she was eighteen even though she and Carter met when she was fifteen,” Raleigh
begins piecing it all together. “Mon Dieu,” he whispers before taking another sip of his drink.
Louisa begins running her hand up and down his back. It helped calm him when he was
younger, and she is happy to see that it still does.
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“Ta maman asked for nothing but for me to come along with her to Georgia,” Louisa
continues. “For years, I could not for the life of me figure out why she would ask for nothing
more after learning of her predicament.”
“Did she finally tell you?”
Louisa nods.
“What did she tell you?”
“So that Papa would not do the same to me the next time he needed to settle a debt.” She
clears her throat before adding, “like I said, ta maman has done the best she could. For all of us.”
“Even when she ignores you for days or weeks at a time?” An inherited flaw, Cady could
draw cold to someone in an instant and remain that way for some time.
Out of all of them, Louisa has always borne the brunt of Cady’s moods and thus has
always suffered the most severe consequences due to them. Louisa does not answer the question.
Instead, she decides to give him one last insight.
“Ton grand-père wrote to inform me it was time for me to attend the Quadroon Ball and
become a placée. Broke my heart of course. I wanted a marriage, not plaçage, but ton grand-père
was determined to match me with someone of the same social standing.”
“If this is the case, how did you end up marrying Hosey?”
“Thanks to ta maman, ton grand-père arrived in Georgia to learn that I was now Mrs.
Hosea Howard. He never did speak to me again, but maybe that was for the best all things
considered.” Louisa finishes the story with a chuckle. “Anyways, you remember what I just told
you the next time you wanna judge her.”
“Yes ma’am.”
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“Good.” She rises from the bed. “I’ll run you a bath. I’m sure you’re ready to properly
wash your travels off of you.”
“Merci, Tantie Lou,” he calls her by the name he can only use around the immediate
family—another secret they have all had to keep over the years.
“Welcome home, Bébé.”

Five

Almost two weeks after Montgomery’s arrival at the Fleur de Lis, Cady finally gathers
the nerve to enter Raleigh’s bedroom. She sits in the chair that Alexandria has temporarily
vacated for her parents to speak in private.
Cady remains quiet once Alexandria leaves the room.
“I’m sure you must have so many questions, Acadia,” Montgomery breaks the ice after a
long period of the two merely staring at each other.
“We were notified that you died. How is this so?”
“They had us pin our names on our uniforms before each battle. When the sun fell and
the shooting stopped for the night, I took the name off a dead kid, put mine there instead, and
left. I just left. Tried to come back a coupla times. Never made it to the Georgia line though. Not
like you wanted me to.”
“Of course I wanted you to return.” Though not a marriage entered into with love, Cady
was trying to learn how to love her husband, to learn how to please him enough to keep his anger
at bay.
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She did her best though neither had a successful relationship model in which to rely on.
While her parents always lived in separate orbits before her mother’s return to France when
Cady was still a child, Montgomery’s father had died when he was a child.
Neither were familiar with how a marriage should look like before entering into the
institution.
“You would’ve never prayed for my demise, but my joining up was the best thing I ever
did for both of us. Anyways, looks like y’all did just fine without me. This fancy house is much
more than you ever would’ve gotten from me—” a prolonged coughing fit interrupts him.
“Unless your daddy bought us another house of course.” Cady is tasked with feeding him the
water needed to soothe him after he begins coughing again.
“Where did you go instead? Why come find us now? How did you even know where we
were?”
“You still got some people in Lafayette Parish. They told me where you was and that you
ended up with a traitor,” he adds with a chuckle.
All these decades later, the fact that Hollingsworth served for the Union remained a point
of contention with her family just as much as the fact that he was not Catholic or from Louisiana.
“I ended up in Kentucky,” Montgomery continues. “Met me a good woman there. Had
me some kids. Some more kids.”
Cady nods and as she stands, Montgomery grabs her by the arm.
“Acadia—”
“You will take your hands off of her this instant, or I will personally see to it that your
eternal damnation begins tonight,” Hollingsworth orders and Montgomery lets go of Cady’s arm.
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“Excuse us, My Love,” Hollingsworth orders her in a tone she has never heard him use before.
“Please,” Hollingsworth finishes in a calmer tone.
“May I ask why you are not there with them,” she asks, ignoring Hollingsworth’s request.
“Your family in Kentucky? Why did you come here? Why did you look for us now?”
“Virus went around a few years back…,” Montgomery trails off after being unable to
continue. Cady offers Montgomery some more water, but he refuses any. “I promised Lucille,
my…”
“Ta femme?” Cady asks.
Montgomery nods.
“I promised her to makes things right with y’all. Been puttin’ it off ’til now. For any pain
I may have caused you or the girls, I sincerely apologize.”
Cady nods. Before she departs, she turns around and looks at her Montgomery once
more.
“I do hope you found happiness in Kentucky, Montgomery. I pray you had as good a life
there as we have had here,” Cady offers as parting words before leaving her two husbands alone
in Raleigh’s bedroom.

As she does each evening after supper, Savannah reads in the Petite Lis’ library. She is
comfortable after another day of teaching; her chestnut hair lies in a single plait on her shoulder
after removing it out of the pompadour she wears each day. A black tea gown replaces her daily
uniform of a white cotton blouse and black gored skirt.
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As she reads Beyond the Rocks, she hears knocking at the door and Bea greeting
Alexandria once she opens the door.
“Is my sister still awake?” Savannah overhears Alexandria ask without returning Bea’s
greeting. “I need to speak to her on an urgent matter.”
“Let me check,” Bea replies and closes the door behind Alexandria after she enters.
“Vanna—”
“No need to shout, Bea. I’m right here,” Savannah says as she removes her spectacles and
enters the foyer. “Sister,” she greets Alexandria. “I’m not sure why you’re here, but if it’s all the
same to you, I’m quite tired of the theatrics.”
“Please, Vanna,” Alexandria reaches out for her hand. “We’ve fought enough these past
couple of weeks to have our fill for awhile yet. I don’t wish to fight anymore. Just talk. Please?”
“Come to the parlor.” They walk hand in hand into the parlor where she sees Bea. “I’ll be
up soon.”
“Good night, Alexandria.”
“Good night, Miz Washington.”
Bea goes upstairs while the two sisters sit down in the two chairs on either side of the
table.
“What did he do to her?” Alexandria asks Savannah as soon as the two are seated.
“Maman and Papa will not tell me anything and Louisa says little more. The truth. Please.”
“Why do you wish to dredge up all these bad memories? Just let it rest.”
“Like you and Maman have?”
“It was lovely talking to you, Sister,” Savannah rises from her chair.
“I have the right to know,” Alexandria exclaims and stands as well.
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“You have no such right,” Savannah retorts with a similar level of anger.
“I know we aren’t the closest,” Alexandria responds in a calmer tone. “I accept just as
much fault as you for this, but if you have even an ounce of love for me, you will tell me what I
wish to know.”
Savannah walks out of the parlor and the Petite Lis altogether.
Alexandria follows and invites herself to Savannah’s nightly walk around the grounds.
Walking side by side, Savannah begins to divulge enough to satisfy Alexandria’s
curiosity but little more.
Savannah was nearing seven when Montgomery joined the Georgia Regiment in order to
skip out on some debts he had accrued. Alexandria was shy of her fifth birthday at the time.
It was just the two of them, Cady, and Louisa and Laurent until a squad of Union troops,
led by Hollingsworth, occupied their former home as the war came to an end.
“Did Daddy serve for the Union like Papa?” Alexandria asks Savannah after a lull.
“I recall him being a Reb. The photograph Mother had of him at the time…I believe he
was wearing a gray jacket. I’m sure he would have joined whoever was closest to stay one step
ahead of those who were coming for him,” Savannah begins again continues after a long exhale.
“Why do you wish to know all of this?”
“To understand why you and Maman want nothing to do with him,” Alexandria answers.
“To understand why you have so much anger towards him. Towards me—”
“I have no anger towards you. Annoyance perhaps,” Savannah adds, “but I have always
had that. Consequence of you being a pest of a younger sister.”
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“Not funny,” Alexandria replies with a smile. “Okay, perhaps a little bit funny.”
Alexandria’s smile fades, causing Savannah’s face to become serious again as well. “He wishes
to see you. To apologize—”
“He can keep his apology.” After a pause to exhale deeply, Savannah adds, “he never
raised his hand to you.”
“But he hurt Maman? And you?”
Savannah does not answer as they arrive in front of the Fleur de Lis. “Is what you went
through with Daddy…is that why you’ve never married?” Savannah looks at her sister with a
raised eyebrow. “Were you too afraid to end up with someone like him?”
“I can’t rightly say one way or the other,” Savannah admits. “Any more questions for
me?”
“Are you okay? Are you happy?”
“Happy about what? Him dying? Can’t say that, but I am happy he never returned. So
many things would have been different had he done so. It all worked out for the best, I suppose.”
“I meant you,” Alexandria asks and takes her sister’s hand. Are you happy, Boo?”
“Very happy. So very happy. I just wish you could see that and be happy for me even if
you do not agree with the manner in which I live.” Savannah turns and begins walking back
towards the Petite Lis.
“Savannah,” Alexandria calls out and hurries after her, hugging her once she reaches her.
“I’m so sorry. So very sorry for everything.” Still taken aback, it takes moment for Savannah to
react and reciprocate the hug.
“I’m sorry too, Sister. I’m sorry too.”
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Cady steps outside for the first time as long as she can remember when she finally exits
the Fleur de Lis to spend some time alone on the porch once the sun has set. Her solitude is
short-lived. As she hears the door creak open and a pair of boots land on the porch, she knows
that Hollingsworth has come out to join her.
“I did not come out here to be bothered, Hol,” Cady informs Hollingsworth who sits
beside her on the porch swing anyways.
“Good. Because I didn’t come out to bother you.” He places his left arm around Cady’s
shoulder and is pleased when she does not remove it as she often does when she is in one of her
moods. “In all our years together, I never asked about your time with Montgomery.”
“I’m sure Louisa would tell you everything you wish to know. Hasn’t she always?”
“Touché.” Over the years, Hollingsworth has received many an insight from Louisa about
his wife.
Necessary insights as Cady has never been inclined to divulge more than she must at any
given time.
Hollingsworth is content with the silence for a good while, listening as the cicadas and
crickets start up for the night.
“The events of the past several days have given me a lot of time to think—”
“I knew it would,” Cady interrupts him. “I already have my belongings packed.”
“I beg your pardon?”
“I wrote Laurent’s family in Detroit.” His eyebrows raise at the mention of Louisa’s son.
“Pearl would be the better option of course since she lives alone,” she says of her grandniece,
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“but the prospect of ever calling Louisiana home again,” she shakes her head and lets the thought
trail away. “Anyways, both Laurent and Garnet are away working, but dear Amethyst wrote back
to say they had room for me.” Cady did not reveal everything, naturally, only that she would be
travelling shortly and in need of a place to stay. “Once Montgomery passes, I will go. I just pray
you allow the girls to remain where they are.” Hollingsworth cannot help but laugh at Cady’s
first reaction to his statement.
“My Love,” he wipes an errant tear from his eye with his free hand, “how could you
think for a moment that I would want you to leave?”
“Because you’ve obviously grown tired of me, Hol,” she answers, seeing no humor in the
situation. “It took you much longer than I anticipated, and you are a saint for putting up with me
for as long as you have. But how could you not want me gone after this?”
“After forty years, it will take a lot more than a back-from-the-dead husband for me to
want to see you go,” he replies, seeing his comment has done its job when he sees the faintest
smile appear on Cady’s face as he leans her back against him so he can wrap an arm around her
shoulder. “I haven’t a single regret save for one: that I didn’t meet you sooner. Maybe if I had,
all the pain you suffered could have been prevented.”
“Mon père would have never allowed me to marry a Baptist traitor,” she responds,
causing Hollingsworth to chuckle.
Augustus Beautemps had not survived the war. Had he, he would have demanded Cady’s
return to Lafayette Parish along with the girls after receiving word that Montgomery died.
There, she would have awaited a new offer for her hand—or another chance for Augustus
to skirt paying back a debt.
A most dreadful thought considering what transpired instead.
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“Well, I pray that I have been a good husband to you in spite of my Baptist roots and my
national alignments.”
“You’ve been the best husband,” Cady says without much delay and leans up a bit to face
him.
The words surprise him greatly as she has never been one to verbalize such feelings.
“A better husband than I ever thought I would have,” she assures him, resting her hand on
his bearded cheek.
“You deserve nothing less,” he responds, kissing the back of her hand before taking ahold
of it. “Please do not let these last weeks to allow you to believe otherwise.”
“What did you say to him? After I left the room,” Cady asks, her curiosity finally gets the
better of her.
“I thanked him for not coming back to you and the girls. The three of you and Raleigh are
the best things that have ever happened to me. And it wouldn’t have been so had he returned.”
The two fall into a comfortable silence.
“Mother, Colonel,” Raleigh comes out to the porch with his head bowed down.
Hollingsworth rises and assists Cady as she does the same. As they walk inside, Raleigh stops
Cady to hug her.
“What did Louisa tell you this time?” She asks loud enough for only Raleigh to hear.
“Please don’t be sore with Tantie Lou, Mother.”
“Depends on what she told you.”
Raleigh disengages, looking at Cady.
“I’m sorry for everything you’ve been through. And I’m sorry for not being more
understanding of you.” After kissing her on the cheek, he steps aside and allows her to pass.
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Six

When it became obvious that Montgomery would soon expire, Louisa found Raleigh as
Hosey gathered the girls. Alexandria and Raleigh sat on either side of Montgomery with
Savannah remaining out in the hallway as Raleigh administered the last rites.
With the girls back in their respective homes, Cady, Hollingsworth, Louisa, Hosey, and
Raleigh remain in the Fleur de Lis’s parlor after Montgomery’s body is taken away by Matthias.
Before they retired for the evening, there is one item of business Hollingsworth wants to
attend to right away: officially marrying his love.
When prompted by Raleigh, officiating his first wedding only hours after performing last
rites for the first time, his parents kiss as husband and wife, forty years to the day of the first time
they had done so.
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II. Respite Home
1919

“A man travels the world over in search of what he needs and
returns home to find it.”
—George Moore
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One

As Meridian County continued to grow, so did the need for places of worship. After
spending his first years preaching in Fort Worth, Raleigh had been reassigned to the newly built
Trinity Episcopal Church. Straddling the border of Meridian and Hughes counties, both seen a
precipitous increase in population during the preceding decade. With Raleigh finally coming home to
Meridian County, Hollingsworth was finally able to use the last large patch of property to build a
quaint bungalow in between the Petite Lis and the Pétale de Lis for his only son.
Raleigh had not been able to enjoy his new home, which he named The Acadia in honor of
his mother, or his new post for long before America entered The Great War. He was among the
first from Meridian County to enlist, and he spent his time overseas serving as a chaplain.
Savannah and Alexandria had gone to the train station to see Raleigh off. It was up to
Savannah to drive herself and her sister home since Matthias had departed with Raleigh to serve as a
medic driver.
The most familiar with the Belmont due in large part to the frequency in which she rode in it
to get to and from the schoolhouse, she remembered just enough to get the two of them back to the
Fleur de Lis’s garage unscathed.
Since Montgomery’s death, the years found the two sisters at peace and spending time with
one another. Though their agreeing on anything was still a rare occasion, each had at last begun to
learn how to accept and get on with the other—disagreeable beliefs and all.
However, they did find themselves on opposite sides involving suffrage with Savannah
incorporating the county’s first suffragette auxiliary while Alexandria joined a group founded to fight
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against the notion. Many a Sunday Supper devolved into debates between the two, but even the
most spirited discussions were nothing like the rows of years and decades past.
But it was the war in Europe that created the first sustaining source of tension between
Savannah and Alexandria since Montgomery’s death.
Many of the people Savannah hired and worked with had emigrated from some of the
countries now immersed in the fighting, and many were worried about their former homelands and
family members who had been unable to escape.
Though it remained a constant discussion and point of contention within the family, none
had actually believed America would become actively involved until they learned of the Zimmerman
Telegram a decade after Montgomery’s death.
Then, it was merely a matter of time.
After reading reports of Germany’s collusion with Mexico and rumors of an alliance that
would see to the latter’s regaining the territories lost to the United States almost seventy years
before, Walter and George both joined the Texas National Guard with Alexandria’s complete
support.
Even if Savannah had not believed the whole affair to be an over-exaggeration, her staunch
pacifism would never allow her to support her nephews’ jubilation at the thought of fighting.
Instead, her heart continued to feel for those most affected by the events in Europe while her
conscience would not allow her to just do nothing as their plight worsened.
Despite the pressure some of her fellow Meridian County residents—including her sister—
had placed on her as they grew warier of immigrants, Savannah persisted, continuing to do her work
to the best of her ability. She drew much ire when she continued working with the community of
German residents who lived in a neighborhood near the train station.
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They found themselves outcasts after the Lusitania’s sinking, and relations worsened as other
ships were being sunk or bombed by an indiscriminate German navy. Savannah refused to bow to
demands to remove German students from her classroom and spend part of the day teaching
patriotism, calling them attempts to indoctrinate her students instead of teach them.
It was a battle she fought valiantly, but one she ultimately lost.
When her German students were indeed removed soon after she was, she had Matthias drive
her to their community, and spent her days teaching them there so they would not fall behind.
Unsurprisingly, Savannah’s determined resistance reverberated throughout the family.
Alexandria’s social life took the biggest hit, and she doubled down on her beliefs in public settings
that still welcomed her, which were becoming fewer and further between by the time President
Wilson asked Congress to declare war on Germany in April.
By May, Savannah and Alexandria had already said goodbye to both Raleigh and Matthias
and prepared to see C.J., Walter, and George off as well.

Many, including Raleigh, Alexandria’s sons, and a large percentage of men in Meridian
County who fell within the eligible ages had volunteered or were drafted. Garnet, Louisa and
Hosey’s grandson, was also sent overseas. Many were in Europe or on their way there when the
Armistice occurred.
While all three of Alexandria’s sons were among the first to return, C.J. was the only one of
who chose to remain in Meridian County.
Walter, like many others from Meridian County, relocated to Dallas in hopes of better
opportunities that did not involve farming or mill work.
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George, like others still physically able, remained in the Army. Walter left for Dallas while
George left Meridian County for his next assignment in Kansas right after the holiday season.
C.J., who had worked alongside Carter at The Company Store after his stint as a banker
ended with the Panic of 1907, took charge of the store when he returned toward the end of 1918.
Though many were leaving Meridian County, others were coming and settling. As more of the
newcomers were not attached to the mill, C.J.’s first task as proprietor was to become independent
of the mill and open the store to everyone. Renamed The General Store, it is in operation before the
holiday season. Those residing in southern Meridian County and northern Hughes County now had
a grocer nearby for the first time.

A letter from Amethyst alerted Louisa as to why Garnet and Raleigh’s return had been
delayed. Some of the first over, they should have been some of the first to return; but as 1919 began,
neither had returned.
As a nurse, Amethyst spent the war working with the Red Cross. She never made it overseas
to help the colored troops as she hoped, but she was needed when many injured and ill service
members needing treatment found their way to Detroit.
Amethyst had seen some of the illnesses and injuries firsthand and thanks to those she
encountered, she learned that the Influenza that had been sickening Europeans had begun to make
its way through the American service members still there.
She wrote her grandmother informing her that Garnet and Raleigh may have been among
the men who had fallen ill. If that were the case, they would not be allowed to return home unless
they recovered.
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“What does she mean by ‘unless,’ Lou Lou,” Alexandria asked after Louisa finished reading
the letter for the family. “Mon Dieu,” Alexandria answered for herself as Amethyst’s meaning dawns
on her.
“Ame said ‘may have been,’ Sister,” Savannah tried to assure Alexandria. “Bea and I just read
in the paper this morning about them delaying travel to stop the spread of the disease. Perhaps they
are just caught along with the others who cannot find a way to travel home.”
“I hope you’re right, Vanna.”
“I hope I am too,” Savannah responded just loud enough for Louisa to hear. She took a
hold of her hand and squeezes it once in response before rising from her chair. She kissed Cady on
her hairline as she walks past her.
Cady remained silent for the rest of Sunday Supper. Her plate remains largely untouched.
Savannah helps her to her feet as the others prepare to leave the dining room.
“Not again,” Cady said to no one, leaning on Savannah for support as her daughter helps her
to her bedroom, now located next to Louisa’s in the suite off the kitchen.

Two

It was weeks before Amethyst wrote with good news: Garnet had at last come home to
Detroit. He had been stricken with Influenza while serving as an infantryman in Belgium, but he had
recovered and was deemed healthy enough to travel.
He would eventually return to his job as a Porter, but for now, he is residing with Amethyst
and her husband, Monty, for the time being.
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Garnet has no word on Raleigh, however, as he had been stationed in France. While the
family was glad to hear the good news, it did not remove the fear of not knowing Raleigh’s fate.
Though there was discussion of canceling the family’s dinner party—held annually on the
weekend before Valentine’s Day—Alexandria did not want to cancel the event for the second year
in a row.
Raleigh may not be home yet, but there was still a lot to celebrate. Alexandria did her best to
plan a lively event in spite of her family’s melancholia and fears. Though things had not recovered to
their pre-war conditions and the menu was sparser than previous years, Alexandria managed to pull
everything together without a hitch once more.
A knock on the door interrupted the party just as everyone was sitting down to begin the
first course.
“I wonder who that could be,” Alexandria whispered to Carter before looking at Savannah
across the table. She merely shrugs her shoulders before picking up her glass of water.
One of the men hired to cater for the evening sets his tray down to open the door.
“Good evening everyone. Sorry I’m late.” Everyone seated at the table turns their heads and
sees Raleigh standing in the dining room’s entry with the assistance of a cane.
He always did know how to make an entrance.

Three
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The euphoria of Raleigh’s homecoming in February does not last for long. For once cases
of Influenza again began to overwhelm Dallas and Fort Worth, it is only a matter of time before
it made its way to Meridian County.
It was not the first virus to hit the county; far from it, as decades of visitors and new
settlers left the area vulnerable.
But what is happening now was unlike anything anyone had ever seen before.
Cady listens silently as her daughters discuss the virus’s proximity to Meridian County
during Sunday Supper. Both had already been helping the sick in Dallas, as their volunteering
with the Red Cross had not ended when the War did.
Cady waits until they stop speaking to finally interject.
“But you are not bringing all of this up just to make conversation, are you Bébés,” she
asks, already knowing the answer. Savannah, Alexandria, and even Raleigh all look at one
another as she looks across the table at Louisa, who has a knowing grin on her face. “I’m
waiting.”
“We were thinking…,” Raleigh begins before looking to his sisters for assistance.
“We,” Cady asks him. “Boo has gotten you on board with her latest project, Bébé?”
Though she has become accustomed to Savannah and Alexandria plotting together the last few
years, Raleigh had never shown interest in anything more than remaining in the background and
helping out from a distance.
“It’s just that…with so many people falling ill in the surrounding areas, it’s only a matter
of time before this Influenza sickens Meridian County,” Alexandria picks up where Raleigh
stopped.
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“The closest hospital to here is Dallas. There’s nowhere around here who can take in the
sick…but the Fleur de Lis can,” Savannah finishes, “until they are able to build more facilities
closer to here that are big enough to house everyone afflicted.”
They would not be able to hold nearly as many people as hospitals, auditoriums, and
military bases held elsewhere, but it would at least be room enough to care for those in and
around Meridian County.
If nothing else, the poor souls could at least die closer to home and have the chance of
having a Christian burial instead of being thrown into communal graves as was the lot for many
who succumbed elsewhere.
“Maman, what do you say?” Alexandria sits in the chair beside Cady. The right words
from her would quell any opposition from Carter, C.J., and Walter, who has been staying with
his parents since the latest outbreak in Dallas began.
“I think your Papa would be very proud of the three of you wanting to use his home to
help others, Dieu ait son âme,” Cady grabs ahold of her hand and smiles, remembering her late
husband. “I know I am,” she adds.
Just as Alexandria suspected, any attempts from her husband and sons to talk the three
siblings out of their plan cease after Cady’s endorsement and Louisa’s nod of approval.
Savannah, Alexandria, and Raleigh make quick work of what needs to happen the
morning after Cady’s approval. The first order of business was making sure Cady and Louisa
made it safely to Laurent’s home in Detroit to prevent them from falling ill.
Matthias personally drives them the entire way so they do not risk infection during a train
ride or risk the route not being serviced as more towns and cities along the way refusing to
accept trains or any passengers.
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With help from Savannah’s contacts with the Red Cross, Alexandria’s with her many
auxiliary friends, and Raleigh’s with his fellow ministers and fellow service members, the Fleur
de Lis and the sisters’ homes are prepared to accept the ill and their families before the end of
February.
When they opened their doors, the siblings are prepared for all but the sheer volume of
the sick and their families that arrived on the property seeking shelter and care.

Four

The original plan was to open the Fleur de Lis to the ill and the Petite Lis and Pétale de
Lis for families who do not live nearby, but all three quickly become sick houses as the ill
overwhelm Savannah, Alexandria, and Raleigh.
In some cases, entire families—babies, children, and all—arrive seeking cots the siblings
have already run out of. Even utilizing the bottom level and the attic cannot accommodate all
who come; there are always more arriving than either leaving on their own accord or succumbing
to the illness.
With a lack of turnaround, some find themselves convalescing on pallets on the floor
until proper accommodations can be made. The schoolhouse Savannah once taught at has been
closed in an effort to prevent the illness’s spread, but it quickly reopens as a space for overflow.
Reinforcements arrive when Amethyst arrives from Detroit with a returning Matthias to
help. With her father’s retirement from the rail shortly before The Great War began, his looking
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after her grandmaman and grand-tantie allows Amethyst and her experience as a nurse to make
her a vital addition to Savannah’s latest “project.”
Amethyst convinces Garnet to accompany her to Meridian County.
It is their first time back since burying Hosey three years before.
Savannah welcomes them both outside the property’s gates with a kiss on the cheek.
Amethyst notices her cousin deliberately kisses Garnet’s now-scarred cheek instead of the side
he leans forward with. Resting her hand there for a moment, Savannah smiles and leads them
both inside to get started.
Savannah assists Amethyst and the other nurses and students from the nearby medical
college with caring for the ill and also teaches as she can—and with very few supplies—to the
children who are well enough to learn so they will not fall behind.
From Alabama, Walter, who has been frail since a childhood bout with mumps, and
Carter send the family what money and goods they can while trying to stay away from the
outbreak.
As far as deliveries go, Garnet and Matthias drive the packages the rest of the way as
transportation and delivery has all but ceased with so many falling ill and the rest refusing to let
people pass.
After some early missteps, the family’s operation finds its footing and is actually helping
those most affected.
But the sick just keep coming as more of the area’s residents fall ill.
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“This is Raleigh Ogletree…yes again,” he adds in exasperation as he rests his cane on the
table in front of him. “I’m calling to find out how much longer until bigger facilities and more
help become available.” Surprising everyone involved, Raleigh shines at working on the logistics
that help keep this venture going throughout March and into April.
Always the quiet one of the family, even his call to the pulpit had not shaken his reserved
manner, and he elected to remain behind the scenes whenever possible.
“We’re working as fast as we can, Reverend,” he hears in reply before the cries that have
become a near-constant in the Fleur de Lis drown out the other person’s voice. “Is there anything
you need in the meanwhile?”
“Food, clothing, supplies, more reinforcements. We need everything,” he answers before
disconnecting the phone call and returning to what used to be the living room.
“A family’s just come in,” Amethyst informs him.
“We have no more cots,” he finds himself repeating once again.
“We can’t turn them away. Where will they go?” She asks quietly enough for Raleigh to
hear her, but not the family who awaits assistance.
For a moment, he swears it is Savannah talking to him. She has always been the one
convincing him to take on one more person no matter how overstretched they were.
“We have nowhere to put them, Ame,” he says just as quietly. As she turns around, he
does the same and sees a man, a pregnant woman, and three identical young boys, standing in the
doorway.
Just like Hollingsworth did when he felt overwhelmed, Raleigh closes his eyes and
pinches the bridge of his nose with his thumb and pointer finger as he wills for a suitable idea to
reveal itself.
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Once he opens his eyes, he notices his sister leaning against the wall for a moment’s rest,
immediately concerning him.
“Vanna? Are you alright?”
“Fine, Raleigh,” she assures him, walking up to the family.
“The name’s Johannsson,” the man tips his hat before placing it back on his head. “My
wife Susie and our boys Little John, Nicky, and Patty. Please—” he takes out his handkerchief
just in time to cough into it.
“Come, Mr. Johannsson,” Savannah responds once he stops coughing. “Let’s find a place
for you so you all can get off your feet.”
“Watch out for her,” he asks Amethyst once the two of them are alone again. “Make sure
she isn’t doing too much.”
“Will do, Cousin,” she responds before he grabs his cane and walks towards the parlor.

Five

Progress toward getting a bigger facility moves slowly as delays in shipments and
manpower continue. For some time, debates as to whether there is truly a need to build anything
as other areas affected beforehand were beginning to get through the worst of things.
If this outbreak follows the same patterns as other locations, a few more months of
suffering is not worth the cost or manpower necessary. Because of that, the county’s powers that
be decide to utilize the structures already built instead of building anything new.
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As the Olgetree property is now stretched to its limits, the schoolhouse and Trinity
Episcopal, which slept thirty or more in its pews and floors at one point, have become places to
house the deceased as undertakers can no longer keep up with the demand Influenza has
supplied.
Matthias falls ill during the latest wave, so Garnet drives the family’s Touring while C.J.
drives his Roadster to bring supplies in. They both also assist those who have not taken ill and
those who have recovered leave for other locations who will accept them after learning where
they come from.
Garnet, like Laurent and Hosey before him, worked as a Porter before serving in the front
lines in Belgium. While he uses his connections from his former job to move those who can
travel, C.J. drives others to places closer to Meridian County but far enough away from what has
become an epicenter.
In spite of everyone’s attention, Savannah too becomes one of the new patients who fall
under as the second wave of the illness hits Meridian County. Garnet moves her to a cot in her
bedroom to recover when she finally collapses.
Neither Alexandria nor Raleigh want to think of the alternative though she remains ill
long after those who recover regain their health. They and Amethyst continue to take turns
watching her as the others tend to their many other charges.
Tonight is Alexandria’s turn.
“Vanna,” Alexandria, wearing protective coverings, whispers after seeing her sister
sitting in a chair by the window instead of in bed sleeping like the others―including the
Johansson family―in the room. She sits in the empty chair next to her sister.
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“We used to sit here each night…talk about our days,” Savannah shares and Alexandria’s
gloved hand takes the hand Savannah is not using to stop her latest nosebleed. “Bea always loved
to hear about the rows you and I got into during the Sunday Suppers she could not attend.”
Alexandria lets out a small laugh.
“We did know how to go at it, didn’t we?”
“We sure did. Poor Mother, Papa, and Lou Lou. Having to hear us bicker all the time. It’s
a wonder they were not driven to drink with all the carrying on.”
“Ladies do not bicker,” Alexandria retorts with faux airs. “We merely have had some
disagreements over the years.”
“Ah yes,” Savannah replies with the same joking manner. “Genteel disagreements. That
usually ended with Papa needing some bourbon and Mother and Lou Lou needing a Coca Cola
or two to alleviate the headaches we caused them.”
“Exactly.” They share a much-needed albeit quiet laugh as not to disturb those sleeping
around them. After the laughter dies down, Alexandria continues. “I know how fond you were of
Miz Washington. We all miss her terribly.”
Savannah nods. “Even you?”
“Especially me.” Alexandria uses her free hand to feel Savannah’s forehead. “You’re still
burning up. Let’s get you back into bed.” Alexandria tries to get her sister to stand up, but
Savannah refuses to budge. “Please, Vanna. You need to rest right now.”
“I’m fine, Sister.”
“No, you are not. And you won’t be if you don’t get some rest and recuperate.” She tries
again, but fails once more. Instead, she busies herself with brushing Savannah’s long hair,
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knowing how sick she must be to allow anyone else but Louisa to do such a thing when she was
still able.
“Is this all my fault?” Savannah asks after Alexandria finishes French braiding
Savannah’s hair and placing her hair bonnet on.
“What? No. Not at all.”
“I was the one who talked you all into this—”
“This is not your fault,” Alexandria enunciates each syllable.
“Every last one of you has told me to slow down. Stop signing up to help with every
cause that I come across. Maybe if I had listened this time—” the tears begin to fall faster than
she can stop them.
“You have the biggest heart of anyone I have ever met, Boo. You couldn’t stop yourself
from helping in some way even if you wanted to.” Alexandria moves to sit on the arm of the
chair that Savannah still occupies. “Bea wouldn’t want you to do this.”
Savannah looks at her, shocked. Alexandria has never called Bea anything other than Miz
Washington until now in the almost forty years they were acquainted.
“She wouldn’t want you to blame yourself,” Alexandria continues. “She would want you
to rest and get better so you can get back to trying to save the world.”
Savannah nods.
“So, come and lie down and let your little sister take care of you.”
At last, Savannah agrees, lies down on her sister’s behest, and allows her to do just that.

62

Six

As Savannah eventually regains her health, so does Meridian County, which has seen the
worst of the Influenza’s second wave. Enough have recovered and returned home to alleviate the
family’s pressure in caring for so many. At last, only the Fleur de Lis still houses some of the last
to be stricken as spring turns into summer.
Quickly upon her recovery, she finds herself in her bedroom tending to Susie, the mother
of the family of five who arrived shortly after she took ill and Bea, sickened as well, succumbed.
After John’s death, Susie and her sons have taken up residence in the Petite Lis for the remainder
of Susie’s pregnancy now that her home is no longer needed to house the sick.
“What are the chances they will both survive?” Savannah asks Amethyst as she prepares
wet towels.
“Caint rightly say,” Amethyst responds. “But after battling such an illness, it would be a
miracle if one does let alone both. Pray and wait, Vanna. All any of us can do at this point.”
As Amethyst coaches Susie throughout her labor, Savannah provides further support and
even a hand to squeeze when the pain becomes unbearable as Susie refuses any of the tonics that
would have put her to sleep like were given to her previously.
“It’s a girl,” Savannah announces to Susie, handing the crying baby to her.
Shortly after giving birth, Susie finally conjures up the courage to ask the question she
has been wondering since falling ill.
“Am I gonna be okay?” Susie asks them. “Will my baby?”
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“I won’t lie, Miz Susie,” Amethyst begins before Savannah silently pleads with her to
cease giving a blunt response. “We’re gonna do everything we can to make sure that y’all will be
okay. That I promise.” Both Susie and Savannah nod in gratitude.
“If I don’t make it, can ya make sure my children find decent homes to grow up in?” A
tear rolls down her face. “I grew up in a orphanage after my parents died. I don’t want that for
them.” Amethyst looks to Savannah to answer, knowing her cousin will have the ability to
comfort Susie.
“I would say that I would do everything in my power to make sure those little boys and
this precious girl find a good place to grow up. But I don’t have to because you’re gonna get
better and be a good mamma to them.” Susie, completely exhausted, smiles briefly before the
urge to sleep overtakes her.

Savannah is holding the little girl when Susie awakens a few hours later. Around
Savannah are her three sons, each better as well, all staring at their baby sister in awe.
“Had I known all I had to do to get a moment’s peace and quiet was birth a baby—” the
boys do not let her finish before they surround her asking question after question. “One at a time
boys,” she tries with no avail. “And not so loud. Your sister is sleeping.”
“Do she got a name, Mamma,” Little John, asks her. Susie shakes her head. “Can I name
her?”
“What do you have in mind?”
“Johnny. Just like Daddy. Whadya say, Momma? Can we name her Johnny?”
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“I believe we can,” she says. “I don’t think there is a more perfect name for a more
perfect girl,” she responds as Savannah brings her daughter over to her. “Welcome to the world,
Johnny,” she whispers to her sleeping daughter as she holds her for the first time.
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III. Home for Wayward Girls
1924

“Homecoming means coming home to what is in your heart.”
—Unknown
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One

Though the Fleur de Lis was properly sanitized and electricity replaced the home’s gas
lightning, Cady did not immediately return. Realizing Louisa was too frail to return from Detroit,
Cady stayed behind as well. She did not return until it was time for the family to reunite Louisa with
Hosey in eternal rest.
Savannah returned to her childhood bedroom to look after her mother in her last years.
Originally devoted to several fulfilling causes—though some, such as her work as a suffragette and
pacifism, found her at odds with Alexandria—she eventually continued to fill her time with such
after plans to slow down were met with Cady’s admonishment that just because she was old did not
mean she needed to be waited on hand and foot.
Until the end, Cady was spry and independent.
But now retired from teaching, the Great War over, and her first vote cast for Eugene V.
Debs—but more importantly, without Bea, Louisa, and Cady—Savannah’s interest and participation
in such causes waned significantly for the first time since her college days enlightened her to the fact
that others were not nearly as blessed as she and her family.
It takes her a long while to find a new project, but once she does, no one at Sunday Supper
is surprised when she says has an announcement to make, for they have heard this so many times
over the decades.
With Savannah living in the Petite Lis once again, the Fleur de Lis remains empty except for
large gatherings, as Sunday Suppers now rotate between the three smaller homes surrounding it,
with the meal being the host’s responsibility.
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It was only because all of the family, even Walter, George, and their families were there on
account of the holidays, that they were eating in the Fleur de Lis.
Long before she finishes discussing the near-epidemic numbers of young girls finding
themselves with child without the benefit of marriage and how the Fleur de Lis could provide
shelter for these girls, the family was already beginning to think of the logistics of making Savannah’s
next big idea work.
“Well,” Savannah asks of those sitting around the table. “What do you say?”
“Welcome back, Vanna,” Alexandria states while passing Carter more ham. She and Carter
now resided in Alabama full time, returning to summer and spend the holidays in Meridian County
after so many years of doing the reverse. “Let me know how I can help.”
By the beginning of spring, The Meridian County Home for Wayward Girls began accepting
its first residents.

Florence arrives at the train station at two on the dot as scheduled and is met by the
colored driver she was told to expect when her parents made the arrangements for her stay. The
man drives her to the Fleur de Lis in silence as she sits in the back seat looking at the few homes
and the many trees they passed from the back passenger window.
Never in her life had she seen so many, and they held her attention to the point she didn’t
notice she had arrived until the man opens the door for her to exit.
Without a word, he takes her suitcase and walks inside.
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“Thank you, Garnet,” the white woman calls after him before reverting her attention back
to Florence. “You must be Florence,” the woman reaches out her hand for Florence to shake.
Once Florence does so, she continues. “My name is Savannah Ogletree, and this,” she points to
the colored woman standing beside her, “is Amethyst.”
Florence holds her hand out to Amethyst to shake for several moments before she
reciprocates with a smile.
Afterwards, the two of them then lead Florence inside.
“And this is your room,” Miss Ogletree informs Florence at the end of the tour around the
Fleur de Lis.
Miss Amethyst had to help another girl, but Miss Ogletree has taken her all around the
property.
“Pauline is your roommate,” Miss Ogletree continues. “You will meet her tonight at
supper. Is there anything you need?” Florence shakes her head no. “If and when you do, you can
come to me at any time. If you can’t find me, Amethyst can help you as well.”
Florence nods and smiles her thanks before Miss Ogletree leaves. She then sits on the
bed, surprised by how soft it is.
Since most of her clothes don’t fit her anymore― and the ones she does have don’t have
much time left before they too become too small for her―she only has one suitcase to unpack.
She will have to ask Miss Ogletree or Miss Amethyst about that when the time comes.
She folds and places the clothes she does have into the empty dresser drawer set aside for
her.
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Florence notices Pauline’s night table filled with pictures—from home, she presumes.
Perhaps she has a home to return to when the time comes. She will have to ask her about that
once they get to know each other.
In comparison, Florence only has one reminder from home: Justin’s army picture that he
had made just for her before he left for Europe years before. “Something to remember me by
while I’m fighting,” he told her the night before he left. “It’ll all turn out okay. I’ll come back,
we’ll get married, and we’ll live happily ever after just like in the fairy tales.”
She smiles thinking about the memory. The tears thinking about how things didn’t work
out as planned come next.
Somewhere along the line, the back of the picture frame had come apart. She has to lean
the picture against the wall so it will stand up before laying down on the bed.
“Just like in the fairy tales,” she whispers to herself before exhaustion overtakes her.

Two

It takes Florence quite some time to settle into her new surroundings. The eldest resident
by six years, she finds it difficult to bond with or befriend the other girls as they have very little
common other than the reason why they are all living together in the first place.
Instead of spending her evenings before bedtime socializing with the others, she reads the
Saturday Evening Post, Times, and other “more wholesome reading options” furnished by Miss
Ogletree and The General Store her nephew owns.
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When she’s not reading, she plays the piano located in the parlor. She still remembers
some of the songs she learned during girlhood lessons. Her skills lack on account of not having
access to one in Oklahoma, but she is happy to become reacquainted with her childhood love.
Eventually, she realizes not having anything in common with the other girls may not be
so bad; after all, Pauline did tell her to not get attached to anything or anyone at the Fleur de Lis
during their first meeting, and she quickly learns why.
Within the first two months of her being there, four girls were taken away to give birth
and never returned.
Each departure took some time for the girls who did not heed this warning to get over.
Promises to write and keep in touch are often broken; those that were not often waned
significantly after the first few weeks before petering out altogether.
As swiftly as they depart, new girls arrive to take their place.
One day, Florence learns this all too well as she returns from her daily walk around the
grounds to find Pauline and all of her belongings gone.
Another girl, Mabel, moves in the next day.
After Mabel divulges that she is sixteen, from Nebraska, and has never been south of
Topeka before, Florence tells her the same thing Pauline told her when she first arrived—“the
less we know about each other, the better”— before laying down for her daily nap.

Florence hates Sundays most of all. From what Pauline told her when she was still getting
settled in, Miss Ogletree’s siblings’ churches both help support the home. Because of that, Mister
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Garnet and Mister Matthias drive all the girls who are physically able to attend to church or to
Mass every week whether they are Episcopal or Catholic or not.
After trying both and not being able to understand what the difference was, Florence
chose to spend part of her Sunday mornings with the Episcopalians. Because their services start
later in the day, she can sleep in a little longer.
While they wait for services to end, Mister Garnet attends Mount Sinai Missionary
Baptist Church while Mister Matthias drives to St. Peter’s Lutheran Church. Florence finds this
out after overhearing Mister Matthias joking that he is able to make it through his whole church’s
services before having to return while Mister Garnet can only stay to hear the songs since his
people take so long to worship.
It makes Mister Garnet smile, something Florence had never seen him do before then.
Miss Ogletree promises that she would receive no judgment from the congregation no
matter which one she chooses to attend, but like Pauline warned her, Florence learns this is a lie
the moment she stepped foot in Trinity Episcopal Church.
The Touring Mister Garnet drives them in is not large enough to hold everyone, so he
must drive to the church twice to make sure all of the girls get there. Once again, thanks the
Pauline—who she assumes is now in the college she had so been looking forward to going to—
she learned that being among the second shift to arrive but the first to depart does not leave other
parishioners as much time to gawk at her.
Some of the girls take to the religious experience immediately—in spite of their current
conditions—while others take to the Gospel during their stay at the Fleur de Lis.
But Florence, who had never been to church before her arrival, is no closer to believing in
any sort of God as she grows closer to giving birth.
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If there was a God, He took Justin from her. She would never forgive Him for that.
The one good thing about Sunday is that because it is the Lord’s Day, there are no chores
to be done. Now that the weather was cooler, Florence spends a lot of her free time outside like
she did back in Oklahoma.
As she makes her way back to the Fleur de Lis before curfew, she hears a racket coming
from one of the smaller houses that surround it—she can never keep the names straight or
determine which house was whose—and enters to find Miss Ogletree trying to awaken a
screaming Reverend Ogletree.
“Florence, what are you doing?” Miss Ogletree asks incredulously. “Return to the Fleur
de Lis at once.”
Ignoring her instructions, Florence walks over to the bed where Reverend Ogletree still
sleeps and kneels down beside him, careful not to bump into the wooden leg that stands next to
the bed. She uses the hand not resting on her stomach to comb back his hair and attempts to stir
him awake using a calming voice near his ear to contrast with his yelling.
He awakes with a start, unsure of where he is.
“You’re safe, Reverend,” Florence promises him. “Breathe,” she tells him, “slowly. In.
Out.”
He begins to mimic Florence’s actions as he fights to regulate his breathing. Finally, he is
able to do so and fully sit up in his bed.
“There. You’re okay,” Florence assures him with a smile. “Just had a fright is all. It’s
over now.”
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He nods, taking the water Miss Ogletree holds out for him. His hand still shaking, he
struggles to take a sip, so Florence holds the glass for him as he drinks. Once he is finished, she
places the glass on his night stand.
“Thank you, Florence,” Miss Ogletree places a hand on Florence’s shoulder. “Let me
help you up.” After she does so, she tells Florence that she can handle it from here with an
appreciative smile. Florence nods and exits the Reverend’s house.

Three

As she does most evenings now that summer has passed, Florence spends some time
outside on the porch swing. With the other girls still inside, she finds it some of the only quiet
time she will have here during waking hours. From the window, she can hear Mabel playing the
piano in the parlor and smiles.
Despite Pauline’s warnings, Florence finds herself growing fond of Mabel. They began
spending time together in the parlor after chore time since they are the only two who do not
receive any letters from back home.
Though every letter Florence has written to her parents has been returned to her
unopened, Mabel nor her people can read or write well enough to correspond.
Every now and then, Mabel tells Florence she thinks she should write Justin’s people in
Oklahoma once Florence tells her about the circumstances that led to her being sent to the Fleur
de Lis.
Florence tells her she’ll think about before quickly changing the subject.
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Though almost a decade separates them, the two have bonded over their similar
upbringings and interests, like piano playing. They spend many evenings after Florence returns
from walking or sitting on the porch learning from one another: as Florence teaches Mabel to
play some of the classics, Mabel teaches Florence how to play some of the more contemporary
pieces she learned before finding herself with child.
As she listens to Mabel practice “Fur Elise,” Reverend Ogletree greets Florence as he
walks up the stairs, careful not to look her in the eye.
She notices he once again has not looked her in the eye as he greets her.
He has not in the three weeks since she discovered him having a fright
“Hello, Reverend.” She’s shocked he is there so late. When he did come, it was in the
afternoons before chore time. He and one of the people from the St. John’s switch off coming
and leading the girls in Bible Studies and the like. “Would you like to sit?”
“I probably shouldn’t.”
“You won’t rot in Hell for sitting next to a woman who’s with child, Reverend.”
“I’m aware,” he responds but leans against one of the porch’s columns as he hangs his
cane on the railing. “I…umm…I just wanted to thank you…for the other night. And apologize
for you having to see that.”
“Think nothing of it.”
“Have no choice. You’ve been taking it easy on me lately. Too easy.”
Florence had made a sport of using Bible Studies to go back and forth on whatever they
were teaching. While the people from St. John’s would have none of that, Reverend Ogletree
welcomed the questions and even admitted from time to time that he did not have a cut and dry
answer.
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“I’ve become quite accustomed to our debates over the past few months. You’ve been
taking it easy on me since….”
“Your fright. My Justin had frights too once he got back,” Florence says quietly. “From
the War. You was in the War too, wasn’t you?”
He nods.
“Mister Garnet too?”
“How’d you know?” Reverend Ogletree asks her.
“You get that far away stare sometimes when you’re teaching us and Miss Ogletree has
to get your attention. Mister Garnet gets that same stare sometimes at a stop sign. Takes another
car honking at him to get going again. And you’re both really quiet too. Like you’d rather watch
the world than live in it. Is that where he got his,” she runs her finger on her cheek.
“Unfortunately, he got that once he was back here. During the troubles up North a few
years back.” She nods. “You said your Justin had them too,” Reverend Ogletree asks after a time,
and she nods. “What made them stop?”
“He drugged himself,” she admits.
Hearing that news, Raleigh sits down next to her on the porch swing.
“You’re the first person I ever told about that. His relations don’t even know the truth.
They think he caught a virus since he hadn’t been feeling well. Guess he did one way or
another.” Justin had not returned from Europe the same boy he was when he left. He came back
changed. Hardened.
He was no longer able to hold down a job, delaying their plans for marriage as her father
would not give permission for the two to wed until he knew Justin could care for his daughter.
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Once it became apparent that these changes were not temporary, she defied her father,
eloped with Justin, and moved to Oklahoma with him. There, he planned to start at a university
closer to his family. It wasn’t long before he realized he could not continue with his studies.
He made one last go of it, doing odd jobs here, and there and seemed to finally be turning
the corner when she found him dead and holding an empty bottle of laudanum inside the simple
home they rented with the money she earned working as a telephone operator.
She made sure to hide that and the letter he wrote for her before calling for help.
Too distraught to return to her job, but not wanting to become a burden on his family who
already had Justin’s five younger siblings to feed, Florence returned home to Missouri. Her
father refused to even be in the same room as her, but her mother welcomed her back until it
became evident that she was carrying Justin’s child.
Florence found herself on a train to Meridian County before the week was done with the
promise she would be allowed to return home afterwards and the whole affair forgotten.
“I can’t believe I just told you all of that. You didn’t come here to hear my sob story,”
she finishes and looks down at her lap, placing a hand atop her stomach.
“That’s more than alright,” Reverend Ogletree assures her. “You’re not the first person to
talk to me. Many find comfort after sharing some of the things they have been holding onto.”
“Hazard of the occupation?” She asks.
“Blessing of it. Growing up with loquacious sisters, cousins, and nephews, I learned early
on how to be a good listener. I’m glad God found a way for me to continue using this skill.”
“What if there is no God, Reverend?”
“What if there is?”
“Too many bad things happen to too many good people. It’s better if there isn’t one.”
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“What makes you say that?”
“You was in a war. You saw what my Justin saw. You really wanna believe in a God that
let all that happen?”
“Perhaps not. But I do wish to believe in a God who allowed for me and so many others
to return home.”
“And for those who didn’t? Or those who made it back and died anyways?”
Reverend Ogletree must admit that he doesn’t have an answer for this. Even to this day,
he finds himself asking the same questions from time to time.
The lights inside begin to flicker, alerting the girls that it is bedtime. He rises and after
reaching for his cane, he helps Florence to her feet.
“I’m sorry for your loss, Florence. I wish I could tell you why or what good comes from a
tragedy like that, but sometimes, there just isn’t a discernible answer.”
“Is it true people who kill themselves go to Hell? If there is a Hell,” she quickly adds.
“That’s what they say,” he responds.
“What do you say?”
“I believe in a forgiving and welcoming God. And I believe your Justin is in a far better
place now. One where he is no longer in pain or suffering in any way.”
She nods and walks inside after bidding him a good night.
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Four

“You really have outdone yourself this time, Vanna,” Alexandria exclaims after
Savannah gives her the tour of the Fleur de Lis’s latest rendition. “This is great. Truly. And I’m
so glad St. John’s has been able to help make this possible.”
“It wouldn’t have happened had it not been for you, Sister. I do find life so much easier
when we are on the same side of things,” they both laugh at Savanah’s mention of their decades
of experiencing life as adversaries instead of allies.
“Trust me, we all do,” Amethyst adds, giving Alexandria a hug. “I swear we could hear
y’all all the way up in Detroit with some of those fights Grandmaman wrote us about.”
“Y’all,” Alexandria questions Amethyst. “Looks like your time in the South is starting to
rub off on you.”
“Looks that way.”
“I’m just glad I was able to get her to stay and help me,” Savannah says. “She’s been
such a godsend these past few years. Nothing like the little hellion who used to hide all of my
books and blame it on you.”
“Nor the petite diable who used to steal my perfume and blame it on you,” Alexandria
adds, both reminiscing about the summers Amethyst and her siblings used to stay with them. The
only girl before Pearl was born when she was nine, Amethyst proved time and time again that
not only could she keep up with Alexandria’s sons and Garnet, they had to keep up with her from
time to time.
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“Enough going down memory lane,” Amethyst leads Savannah and Alexandria into the
Pétale de Lis, where Alexandria examines the changes she has made to the home since she and
Garnet moved in.
With the northern half of Meridian County incorporating into the town of Loving, many
residents from the southern half had begun the process of moving north—including C.J., who
moved out of his childhood home and into a newly-constructed Craftsman three years prior.
“Here we are,” Amethyst announces as she brings the jambalaya to the table. Savannah
and Alexandria sit across from each other. “Grandmaman’s finest. I hope I did it justice.” She
places a bowl on Savannah and Alexandria’s setting. They both scoop a hearty portion of
jambalaya into their bowls and take a spoonful. “Well?”
“Just like Lou Lou’s,” Alexandria responds after taking a sip of water. “Spice and all.”
“Too much?”
“Just right.”
Relieved, Amethyst smiles.
“Not bad for a Yankee. Not bad at all.” With Raleigh and Carter at the Magnolia Café
with C.J., the three spend the rest of supper discussing logistics.
With all four of the upstairs bedrooms occupied, the Fleur de Lis alone is too small to
accept anyone else unless they begin tripling up the girls or utilize the bottom level that was once
solely reserved for the hired help.
With more opportunities opening up elsewhere and fewer people moving to Meridian
County looking for domestic work, finding new help was quite a difficult process. The girls
residing in the Fleur de Lis split the simple chores between them, but finding people to take care
of more arduous tasks like laundry and outdoor work became quite a task.
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When Savannah was unable to do so, Amethyst came through for them, finding people
needing work at Mount Sinai. However, none of them need accommodations, leaving the bottom
level nearly empty.
“How much longer do you think you will be able to keep this up, Vanna?” Alexandria
asks before taking her first mouthful of the bread pudding Amethyst has brought out. “My
goodness, I haven’t tasted anything this good in years,” she compliments Amethyst.
“Are you saying that I’m getting old, Sister?”
“Well, you will be turning seventy soon. You may not be able run all about like women
half your age for much longer is what I’m saying.”
“So you’re saying I’m getting old,” she repeats with a smile. “I would like to keep going
for as long as I have the energy and would love for Amethyst and maybe even Pearl to take over
for me once I can’t, but you know people here won’t go for that sort of thing.”
“And even if they did,” Amethyst adds, “Pearl’s too busy being the Savannah of Treme.”
From teaching to her continued role in trying to protect colored people’s right to vote that neither
the Fifteenth nor Nineteenth Amendments had been able to guarantee in the South.
Pearl truly mirrored her cousin’s actions in New Orleans. But she was settled there and
wouldn’t hear of leaving the big city where she actually had a place in the world to move to the
country where she was still seen as a second-class citizen.
Amethyst couldn’t blame her sister for this. She spent most of her life in Detroit for the
same reason.
Until she learned the hard way that being colored in the North could be just as dangerous
as being colored in the South.
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“But you are right, Sister,” Savannah continues. “I cannot do this forever. I’m not quite
sure what will happen next, but I hope whoever takes charge of this after me can keep it going.”
“C.J.’s written us about how Loving has grown tremendously since the end of the Great
War,” Alexandria responds. “Ever thought about building a bigger home there?”
“And do what with the Fleur de Lis?”
“Oh, I’m sure you will think of something, Vanna. You always do,” she finishes before
returning to her double portion of bread pudding.

On a particularly chilly fall evening, Florence awakens to close the window the two often
keep cracked to keep their room cool enough to be comfortable. She is almost asleep again when
another round of Mabel’s moans cause her to remove her sleeping mask once more and realize
what is happening.
“Please,” Mabel begs in between rushed breaths. “I’m not tryin’ to birth my own baby,”
Mabel assures her. “I hearda this sort of thing happenin’ every now and then before it’s actually
time. They’re called Braxton something or other.” Florence turns on the lamp on the table
between their beds and sees Mabel doubled over in pain. “They’re supposed to come and go.”
“Are you sure, Mabel?” Truth be told, Florence has no idea about birthing, but Mabel
looks to be in more pain than anything other than birthing time should create.
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“Please don’t get nobody. I don’t wanna bother nobody.” Mabel grips her bed. Though
she remains quiet enough not to disturb anyone else, Florence can see how often Mabel’s face
contorts as the pain hits.
“How long has this been going on?”
“You know how I excused myself during supper?” Florence nods. “It started then.”
“That was hours ago. Whatever you were talking about should’ve stopped by now,
right?” Florence helps Mabel lie down on her side, but there is so much blood. As Mabel begins
to turn as white as her nightgown, Florence has no choice but to go downstairs and alert Miss
Ogletree.
Miss Ogletree then walks outside to the house Mister Garnet lives in to bring the car
around.
“How long has this been going on?” Miss Ogletree asks as they climb up the stairs.
“She said since supper.”
“And you’re just now informing me?”
“I just found out myself a few minutes ago. She was quiet up until then.” Florence and
Miss Ogletree carry Mabel downstairs, where Mister Garnet takes over and carries her to the car.
“Good luck, Mabel,” Florence whispers as she closes the door and watches Mister Garnet
and Miss Ogletree ride away with Mabel.
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Florence has paced the parlor’s perimeter since Mabel left with Mister Garnet and Miss
Ogletree. She’s not sure how many hours have passed or what time it is, but while the sun has
risen, the other girls have not yet.
In spite of all the commotion created by Mabel’s condition, only she, Reverend Ogletree,
and Miss Amethyst are currently awake; the latter two switching off trying to get Florence to sit
down and relax to no avail.
“Is Mabel okay?” Florence asks Miss Ogletree the moment the front door opens. “Her
baby? It was just Braxton whatevers, right? She’ll be back soon?” Florence, just like the others,
know better than to ask anything too specific since Miss Ogletree will reveal nothing more than
the health of mother and child.
Miss Ogletree shakes her head as she hangs up her coat.
“It wasn’t Braxton-Hicks,” Miss Ogletree informs Florence and the others.
“She had the baby? Is she okay? The baby?”
“Florence, have a seat,” Miss Ogletree requests in a tone that eliminates all doubt as to
what has happened.
Florence remains standing.
“They did everything they could.”
“And her baby?” Florence quietly asks.
“It was a boy,” Miss Ogletree responds before excusing herself.
Florence lets Reverend Ogletree lead her to one of the parlor’s chairs.
Miss Amethyst gets her a glass of water before excusing herself to the kitchen to begin
cooking so breakfast will be ready for the rest of the girls when they wake up.
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“I heard her moaning,” Florence quietly tells Reverend Ogletree after a long period of
silence.
“Pardon me?”
“I heard her moaning. When I was asleep. I thought she was just dreamin’ or something.”
Florence looks out the window. “I told her to hush then rolled over and went back to sleep until I
got cold and went to close the window.”
“You didn’t know what was happening, Florence. This isn’t your fault.”
“Isn’t it?” She looks at him. “But I suppose you’ll say it was God’s will or something
stupid like that.” He remains silent, staring down at the table. “That’s what I thought.” Florence
stands and walks up the stairs to her bedroom.

Five

If He exists, maybe God will forgive Florence for stealing enough money out of the
unattended collection plate to purchase a one-way train ticket out of Meridian County and some
to live on until she is able to get on her feet.
Maybe He won’t. Florence no longer cares one way or the other.
She is, however, running out of time to make her decision. She must leave before it is her
time to give birth. If she waits much longer, the choice will be out of her hands altogether.
The thought of giving up her baby—Justin’s baby—broke her heart each and every time
she thought about it. At first, she thought it best to give it a home with two parents, something
she couldn’t offer. She had been able to bury the thought of giving birth to a baby—her and
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Justin’s baby—that she will never see or hold until Mabel’s death two weeks ago. She thought
she would be able to stay, give birth, and put the whole affair behind her like her mother’s
parting words suggested.
But now, after Mabel, she doesn’t want to lose anyone else.
She will return to Justin’s family. After taking some time to recover—if she survives
labor—she will get a new job and help out the best she can as his mother watches the baby and
the other little kids.
But just in case what befell Mabel befell her as well, she takes a little more money out of
Trinity’s collection plate the last Sunday she attends for Justin’s parents so they will have some
money to care for their grandchild.
The train station is too far away for her to walk all the way there. She has to hitch a ride
once she gets to the main thoroughfare that runs throughout Meridian County soon after bedtime.
A woman in her condition, she should be able to find one without much of a problem as people
drove up and down the main road at all hours of the day and night.
It’s not long before a gentleman pulls over and asks her where she is headed. He opens
the door for her from the inside and begins driving again as soon as she gets settled.
She hopes the man does not see this as an opportunity to prey upon a vulnerable woman.
But just in case he did, she holds the steak knife she stole from the Fleur de Lis’ kitchen
tighter in the hand that remains in her pocket along with the cash for her ticket.
She enters the train station unmolested and asks the ticket seller how far she can get with
the fifteen dollars she has in her pocket. She wants to make sure she has enough to settle in and
give to Justin’s parents, so she has hidden the rest in her suitcase.
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The man behind the counter tells her she can make it back to Tulsa, but the train will not
be departing for another twelve hours. She gladly purchases the ticket and sits down in the chair
furthest from the lobby, beginning the long wait until her departure.

Six

“Evening, Garnet,” Savannah greets Garnet after letting Raleigh out of the Touring. With
a nod, he walks back to the Pétale de Lis. “A letter came for you,” Savannah informs Raleigh as
he comes home from a day of visiting his parishioners. “Postmarked Oklahoma.” Raleigh’s
eyebrows raise in surprise just as their father’s had whenever news shocked him.
Minus the beard and mustache Hollingsworth always wore, the two look more and more
alike as Raleigh grows older.
“Aren’t you going to open it?” She asks her brother as she sits in the rocking chair next to
his.
He does so, reading the letter out loud.
“‘In here is every cent I took from your church plus interest.’”
“Is that it?”
He nods and hands her the picture enclosed with the letter and money.
“She had a girl,” Savannah smiles and turns the photograph around to see what is written
on the back. “She named her Mabel. How sweet,” she adds before handing the picture back to
Raleigh. Savannah had been so worried for her when she found Florence missing and her
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belongings gone. In the note she left for Savannah, she thanked her for giving her a place to stay
and apologized for leaving like she was but that she could not give up her baby after all.
Florence’s parents were not at all happy when Savannah relayed the news of her
departure to them. It was actually Raleigh who smoothed things over when they threatened to go
public with the news that her home was not a suitable location for young women in trouble. She
still does not know how he did so, but she remains grateful that he did.
Her time as house mother may soon be coming to an end, but she still wishes for girls in
need to have a loving place to come to. Had Florence’s parents gone public, getting another
facility built and opened—and getting girls to stay there—probably would not have been
possible.
After taking a sip of her lemonade, she notices Raleigh still smiling at the picture. “I do
believe you’re smitten, Little Brother,” Savannah teases as his face turns red.
He places the letter in his breast pocket and the money in his wallet to take to the church
with him and looks at his sister.
“Looks like you’re not the only one,” Savannah adds and points out to Garnet, who is
leaning on the Touring while Lillian, the woman Amethyst found to take in the washing, talks to
him.
“Can’t recall him ever smiling like that before,” Raleigh notices once he looks up.
“The heart wants what the heart wants, Bébé. I know that better than most,” Savannah
offers with a pat on the shoulder, using his childhood nickname. “I’ll help you pack when we’re
done here.”
He nods and lets her refill his lemonade.
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Seven

With only the address on the envelope as his guide, Raleigh thanks the driver who has
taken him from the train station to here before making the rest of the journey by foot.
When he arrives at the address on the envelope, he hears her singing along with a record
from the open window. When she gets to the end of “I’ll See You In My Dreams,” he sees her
walk towards the window and sit on the window seat with a sleeping Mabel in her arms.
Resting her head against the window seal, she looks out and their eyes meet.
“Good afternoon, Florence,” he greets her quietly as not to wake the baby.
“Hello, Reverend,” Florence returns with a smile.
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IV. Home Sweet Home
1933

“Home is not where you have to go but where you want to go; nor is
it a place where you are sullenly admitted, but rather where you are
welcomed – by the people, the walls, the tiles on the floor, the
followers beside the door, the play of life, the very g rass.”
―Scott Russell Sanders
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One

After Savannah secured the funds to build a bigger home, the Meridian County Home for
Wayward Girls moved to Loving. Her last act as housemother was to then secure a new staff
equipped to help the girls who needed a place to stay for the duration of their pregnancies.
Once she did this, the Fleur de Lis lay empty once more.
After Raleigh’s departure, the Acadia did as well until Garnet moved in after marrying
Lillian, one of the women from Mount Sinai whom Amethyst hired to work at the Fleur de Lis.
Becoming her husband also meant becoming stepfather to her twin eight-year-old sons,
Lawnie and Lyle.
Finally retired from the railroad and having sold off his shares, William Ogletree decided to
settle in Meridian County. Instead of returning to his family’s home in North Carolina, he moved
into his late brother’s home along with Amethyst, who vacated the Pétale de Lis after C.J. married
and returned to his childhood home.
After renovations that brought modern conveniences such as air conditioning and an electric
refrigerator into the Fleur de Lis, William settled into his first home shortly before the Crash after
spending his adulthood in the Army and traveling for business.

“Gotcha, ya little thief,” Amethyst surprises the young girl in the chicken coop before she
can steal the egg she came for. “Let’s go,” she grabs her arm and just about drags her inside the
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Fleur de Lis. On the walk from William’s chicken coop to the kitchen, she scolds the girl about
stealing and how she’s gonna see to it that her kinfolk tan her hide but good. “Major,” she calls
out from the kitchen once they arrive, “I caught her.” She doesn’t let go of the girl’s arm,
knowing from previous experience the little rascal can outrun her. “Major,” she calls out again.
“I heard ya,” William slowly enters the kitchen, cane in hand. Seeing the girl’s eyes
widen considerably, he sits down in the chair. “This ain’t for you, little girl. Strictly for
walking.” He offers the other chair for her to sit down in. “Thank you, Amethyst.”
“Watch out for her, Major. She a runner.”
“That’s quite alright. You’re not going anywhere, are you?” The girl shakes her head.
“We’re just gonna have a little talk is all. Isn’t that right?” The girl nods and Amethyst leaves the
kitchen. “Hello,” he properly greets the girl but is met by silence. “It’s customary that when one
person greets another, the second answers in kind.”
“Huh?”
“I said hey. You say hey back.”
“Hey back,” she repeats, causing William to laugh.
“We’ll work on that. The name’s William.” He holds his hand out to shake. She does so
quickly before moving her hands to her lap. “And what is your name?”
“Johnny Marie.”
“Johnny Marie?” She nods. “That’s an unusual name for a girl.”
“Min bror named me after my pappa. He died. Pappa, not John John.”
“Min bror? What language is that?”
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“Swedish. Mamma and Pappa came from there ’fore we was born. Anyways, Mamma
throwed on Marie after Johnny on account of people sayin’ it ain’t right for a girl to have a boy’s
name. So that’s how I’m Johnny Marie.”
“Well, I’m sorry to hear about your daddy. When did he die?”
“’Fore I was born. He got sick.” William nods. “If your name’s William, how come that
nigger called you Major?” Mid-drink when she asks the question, William coughs as he struggles
to swallow the sweet tea that became his vice after Congress took away his old one—whiskey.
“Her name is Amethyst or Ame for short. That is the only way you’ll address her from
now on out, understood?” Johnny Marie nods. “Good. Would you like another chance to ask that
question proper?”
“How come she called you Major if your name’s William?” Satisfied with the rephrasing
of the question, William answers.
“I was in the Army. Made it to the rank of Major before I retired.”
“You was in the Army?”
He nods.
“Pappa was in the Army. John John’s in it now, but he ain’t no Major. He’s just a Private.
You ever been in a war?”
“I was in three.”
Her eyes widen again.
“But you an old man.”
He laughs again.
“Can I let you in on a little secret?”
She nods her head vigorously.
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“I may have fudged my age. Twice. Said I was older than I was to fight in the War
Between The States and said I was younger than I was to fight in the Great War.”
“What about the other one?”
“You ever heard of the Spanish-American War?”
She shakes her head.
“Yeah. A lot of people haven’t. Well, I was in that one too. Didn’t have to lie about my
age for that one though.”
“You ever kill anybody?”
“Not on purpose.”
“How you kill somebody on accident?”
“I was a medical transporter. For the last two wars at least. My job was to help save
people. Not kill them. But I couldn’t save everyone.”
“Whydya do that insteada fight? Was ya yella?”
“Not at all. Not everyone wants or needs to fight, Johnny Marie. Some have to stay
behind and take care of people.”
“And that was you?”
He nods and she does the same.
“Can I ask you a question?”
“You seem quite capable of asking me several and in quick succession to boot.”
She looks at him with a confused expression.
“Go ahead and ask your question, Johnny Marie.”
“How come you got mad when I called Amethyst a nigger?”
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“Think of the worst thing someone can say about you.” He waits a moment. “Have you
thought about it?”
Johnny Marie nods.
“Would you want someone calling you that?”
She shakes her head.
“So why would you do that to someone else?”
“I ain’t never heard ’em called nothin’ else.”
“All you need to know is that she’s a human just like you and me and that what you
called her wasn’t nice. Any more questions?”
She shakes her head.
“Good. Now it’s time for me to ask you some questions.”
Once again scared, Johnny Marie gulps.
“You know stealing’s wrong, right?”
She nods.
“Then why have you been stealing our eggs?”
She shrugs her shoulders, lowering her head.
“Perhaps I should take you to your momma now then. You can explain it to her.”
She shakes her head vigorously.
“Then answer my question, please. Why have you been stealing our eggs?”
“I just take one at a time,” she explains. “You got so many. How you even know I’m
takin’ any at all?”
“I know what you’re doing. Why are you doing it?”
She shrugs her shoulders.
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“One more chance. Why have you been stealing our eggs, Johnny Marie?”
“Cuz we ain’t got nothin else to eat some days,” she answers quietly, still looking down
at the floor.
He leans over and tilts her head back up.
“Thank you for telling me the truth. How about we have Amethyst run you a bath and
cook you some breakfast before we go?”
“Go where,” she asks but he is already standing up and calling for Amethyst to tend to
Johnny Marie.

William spends much of his day at The General Store. Though well past retirement age,
he still enjoys having a routine. “It keeps me young,” he tells Amethyst every time she scolds
him for still working at his age. Her grandmaman’s granddaughter for certain, she has every bit
the sass that Louisa did.
William and Johnny Marie ride in the backseat as Garnet drives the Chevrolet Eagle into
town.
Once they arrive, Garnet walks alone next door to The Filling Station, which he’s been
running since C.J. had it built after FM 3877 expanded and traffic increased in and through the
county.
Meanwhile, William and Johnny Marie exit the car and head inside The General Store.
“Morning C.J.,” William greets his oldest grandnephew. “This here’s Johnny Marie.
She’s gonna be helpin’ out for the next good while.”
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“Is that so? Well how do you do, Johnny Marie?”
“Do I say hey back?” She whispers and William nods. “Hey back,” she says out loud.
C.J. looks at William as Johnny Marie fidgets in the cotton dress Amethyst dressed her in
while putting her soiled button-down shirt and jeans that were once her brother Patty’s into the
pile for washing. She remains barefoot, however, since Amethyst was unable to find a pair of
shoes small enough to fit.
“We’re working on it,” he explains to C.J. “You got a task for our new helper?”
“Sure do. Come on to the back, Johnny Marie.”
“How long I gotta be here for?” Johnny Marie asks William.
“Got something better to do?”
She shakes her head.
“Then I reckon you better get to work.”
She follows C.J. to the back of the store.
Quittin’ time comes at six on the dot. William finally coaxes where Johnny Marie lives
out of her, so he has Garnet drive them there.
As the three approach the Hooverville on the Meridian County/Martin County border,
Johnny Marie tells Garnet that he can stop where FM 3877 runs out and she can walk the rest of
the way.
Before she gets out the car, William stops her from opening the door.
“Johnny Marie, I’d like you go get your mother and come back out to see me.”
“But you said if I worked you wouldn’t tell Mamma. We shook on it and everything.” He
made the deal during lunch after she began complaining about being bored. If she finished out
the workday without another complaint, he would not tell her mother about her activities.
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“I intend to keep my promise. Will you get her please?” With a huff, Johnny Marie nods
and leaves the car, returning a few minutes later with her mother.
“See Mamma. I told ya I got a ride,” Johnny Marie says as they approach the car.
“What’s she done this time,” her mother asks William. “I swear you more trouble than
your brothers ever were.” Behind her, Johnny Marie eyes him closely, silently pleading with him
to keep his promise.
“How do you do, ma’am. My name’s William,” he holds out his hand.
Just like Johnny Marie did earlier in the morning, her mother eyes his hand suspiciously.
“And you are?” He asks.
“Susie Johannsson,” she divulges, but doesn’t go so far as to shake his hand. “Whatever
she done, I’ll see to it she don’t do it again.” She reaches around her and pinches Johnny Marie’s
arm.
“Oh no ma’am. Nothin’ of the sort. Just wanted to let you know that Johnny Marie was a
great help to me and my grandnephew today, and she’s welcome to come back and help around
the store after school—”
“She don’t go to school,” Susie replies as Johnny Marie fights to tug her arm away.
“See, Mamma. Told ya I ain’t in trouble,” she says as she frees her arm from her
mother’s grasp.
“This time,” Susie adds. “That all, Mister William?”
He nods with a frown on his face.
“Well g’night then. Let’s go, Johnny Marie.” Grabbing her arm again, Susie leads Johnny
Marie away from the car.
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“Night Major,” Johnny Marie yells out before turning back around and hurrying her steps
to keep up with Susie’s.
Garnet reverses off of the grass and back onto FM 3877 and starts the drive back to the
Fleur de Lis in silence save for the sounds emitting from the radio—though it is mostly static
until the car gets back into town.
They make it to the gate, but before Garnet can exit the car to open it, William tells him
they have one more stop to make.

Two

Amethyst returns from a long day at work and is happy to find the stew she prepared and
set on low before leaving was finished and ready to eat.
After the Home for Wayward Girls moved into Loving’s town limit and C.J. decided to
move back into the Pétale de Lis, she returned to her family’s home in Detroit.
She was happy to be back in the place she spent most of her life before the Depression
caused all the layoffs.
The hospital wasn’t affected immediately, but as the months drew on, she, too, found
herself out of a job.
It wasn’t until she learned William would be moving into the Fleur de Lis alone that she
made her final return to Meridian County, where she was able to find a job in the colored wing of
the recently-opened County Hospital.

101

Though not related by blood, William reminded Amethyst of her Grand-tantie Cady:
both far too independent for their own good in spite of their advanced ages.
Luckily for her, William had Grand-oncle Hollingsworth’s calm and patient
temperament.
Though William wasn’t happy when he found out of Amethyst’s intentions of moving in
with him, he acquiesced without incident, and the two have shared the Fleur de Lis comfortably
for the last three years.
After hearing the squeak of the gate and the Eagle pulling in, she knows Garnet and
William have returned for the evening, but when the front door opens, she hears unfamiliar
voices and walks to the foyer to see who has accompanied William inside.
“Now what on Earth is this?” Amethyst asks William, who leads Johnny Marie—out of
the dress and back into a button down and slacks—and a woman inside the Fleur de Lis.
“Good evening, Amethyst. You’ve already met Johnny Marie. This here’s Susie.”
“Miz Susie,” Amethyst eventually repeats. “Johnny Marie and Miz Susie.”
“I know you,” Susie asks her.
“We were acquainted briefly a few years back is all,” she replies, earning a questioning
look from William.
“They’ll be staying with us, Amethyst. Would you mind preparing one of the upstairs
bedrooms for our guests? And run Miz Susie a bath? I’d be much obliged.” With a nod,
Amethyst excuses herself to go upstairs to prepare Savannah’s childhood bedroom for their
guests and to run a bath in the bathroom next door.

102

After Amethyst leaves them, William tends to his guests knowing he will get an earful
from Amethyst as soon as the opportunity avails itself. “You can’t save everyone,” she will tell
him as she has many times over these past difficult years.
He knows she is right, but this knowledge has yet to stop him. He regularly donated
money for aid and food and kept an eye out for a job—any job—for those he once employed.
But it was not until tonight he had ever done something as bold as to actually invite
someone to stay in the Fleur de Lis.
He wasn’t the first to do so by any means as his niece spent her adult life doing such.
Perhaps it was time to take a page out of Savannah’s book and do something similar especially
after he had encountered the County’s Hooverville for the first time.
It was one thing to hear about such; another altogether to witness it firsthand.
But thoughts of fully embodying his late niece will have to wait a bit longer so he can
tend to the guests he does have.
“Welcome, Ladies. Come on in,” he finally invites his guests in from the foyer. Johnny
Marie enters without further hesitation, but Susie remains by the coat rack. “Miz Susie?” He
extends his hand for her to take.
“I can walk,” she replies and saunters past him.
As the two go upstairs in search of Amethyst, William sets the bag with their belongings
in the kitchen to be washed and takes the stew Amethyst had going off of the stove.
Lillian helps him plate the food after she catches him trying to do it himself.
Garnet, Lawnie, and Lyle are already at the table when Amethyst and a freshly bathed
Johnny Marie and Susie come downstairs to join them.
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“You eat with the help?” Susie asks as soon as she sits down.
William clears his throat before answering.
“Forgive me, Miz Susie. It’s just that I…,” he finds himself unsure of how to explain the
situation for the wrong person learning the wrong thing could be calamitous for all involved.
His sister-in-law took great care in protecting what needed protecting, only allowing a
scarce number of people to ever learn about her family.
To this day, no one outside the family knew of Cady and Louisa’s connection and with
things being the way they are, it would be information that needed to remain private for the time
being.
Luckily for him, he doesn’t have to come up with a reason why he dines with his in-laws
when Johnny Marie asks what she’s eating while picking around her stew with a fork. “It’s
beef,” William answers her, sipping from his sweet tea nightcap.
“What’s beef?”
“It’s meat from a cow, Johnny Marie,” Susie responds. “Stop actin’ stupid and eat your
dinner.”
Placing her elbow on the table and resting her head in her hand, Johnny Marie sighs and
places a small bite of the beef into her mouth.
“You don’t know what beef is,” Lyle asks her, laughing. “What kinda meat you eat?”
“Patty taught me how to fish. He’s the only one who didn’t mind being stuck with a girl.
He taught me how to trap squirrels and rabbits too. We eat a lot of that and when I get extra, I
give it to the other people livin’ where we live so they can eat too.”
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“That’s very thoughtful of you, Johnny Marie,” William tells her, making her smile as
she tries a bite of stew. He notices that she does not eat her stew nearly as fast as she did this
morning’s breakfast or this afternoon’s lunch.
Still, she finishes quicker than anyone else around the table. He pours out a second
helping for her, and she starts in as soon as he places the bowl at her setting.
“Can I ask you a question?” Johnny Marie asks Garnet after swallowing a bite.
He nods.
“What happened to your face?”
William clears his throat causing her to look up at him.
Meanwhile, Susie looks up at Garnet. Her eyes widen when she sees him, but they
quickly return to her dinner before he can catch her looking at him.
“Wrong place at the wrong time,” Garnet quietly answers her before taking another bite
of cornbread.
“Isaac at the camp has a face that looks sorta kinda like yours. He says the other guy got
it worse. Did the guy who did that to you get it worse too?”
“Johnny Marie,” William tries to intervene, but Garnet places his fork down to answer
her.
“I wasn’t in a fight. I….”
“Was just in the wrong place at the wrong time,” Johnny Marie answers for him and he
nods, surprising William.
William only heard what happened because of Amethyst. To his recollection, Garnet
never spoke of the matter to anyone, not even Lillian.
“Sorry you was in the wrong place at the wrong time,” Johnny Marie offers.
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“I ’preciate that,” he responds before finishing his cornbread.
“You got brothers?” Lawnie, sitting in between Lyle and Johnny Marie, asks her after a
period of silence. “Where they at?”
“John John’s in the Army and Nicky and Patty’s in the CCC,” she answers, her
expression turning downcast. “Amethyst, can I have some more milk?” She quietly asks.
“Sure thing,” Amethyst says and rises to retrieve the milk.
“No, you cannot.” Susie tells her, causing Amethyst sit back down. “Now shut up and eat
your food.” Johnny Marie quickly eats the rest of her meal without saying another word.
“Can I be excused, Major?” Johnny Marie asks William as soon as she’s done.
When he nods, she excuses herself and walks back upstairs with her head bowed after
telling everyone good night.

Once dinner ends, Garnet and his family return to the Acadia, leaving William and
Amethyst alone to place the dirty dishes in the sink before walking to the parlor to listen to the
end of Amos & Andy.
“Well, that was an interesting dinner,” Amethyst says to him after handing him his
nightly glass of water he left behind on the counter.
With a grimace, he accepts the glass.
“Don’t give me that look, Major. Two sweet teas a day and water after that. Now drink
up.”
“May I ask how you know the Johannsons?” He asks after taking a reluctant sip of water.
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“They were some of the people Cousine Vanna took in when the Influenza hit here.
Johnny Marie was born in in the Petite Lis. Didn’t connect for me until Susie told me her name
this evening, though.” He nods and rocks in his chair.
“Whatcha doin’?” Johnny Marie asks entering the parlor, startling William.
“Listening to the radio,” he responds.
“What’s that?” She asks him.
He points to the radio, situated in the parlor’s corner closest to the window.
She sits down right in front of it, her ear pressed right up to the speaker. She scoots back
as sound once again begins to transmit.
“How they do that?” She asks William.
“Well, the wires transmit,” William begins before Amethyst stops him.
“It’s just like the telephone,” Amethyst says. She already found herself having to explain
how that worked to Johnny Marie after Johnny Marie heard Amethyst talking to her sister, Pearl,
one afternoon. “Except instead of talking into the phone, a person talks into a microphone. And
instead of just being heard by one person, it can be heard by everyone who’s listening in on a
certain channel. Get it?”
Johnny Marie nods and begins looks at the radio again.
“Who’s that?” She asks without taking her eyes off of the radio.
“Right now, the Marx Brothers Show is just starting. I think you’ll like them.”
She sits cross-legged and rests her head on the arm she has propped up by her leg while
Amethyst sits and knits on the sofa near her.
After awhile, Johnny Marie scoots back and rests against Amethyst, who moves her
knitting materials closer to her to accommodate Johnny Marie.
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“Can I ask you a question, Johnny Marie?” William asks as a commercial break begins.
Johnny Marie nods without turning around.
“You said you had one brother in the army and another two in the CCC.”
She nods again.
“Why you ask?”
“Just curious is all,” he answers. If his calculations were correct, Susie and Johnnie Marie
should have at least fifty dollars coming in each month—more if John John sent some in as well.
More than enough to at least find food and proper shelter.
“Can I have some water, Amethyst?” Johnny Marie turns around and asks.
Amethyst sets her knitting items on the empty cushion and rises, returning moments later
with a glass of tap water.
“Here’s your water, Bébé.” Amethyst reenters, interrupting William’s thoughts, and
hands Johnny Marie the glass.
“Bébé? What’s that?”
“It’s just a nickname. Drink up. I hear you have a long day’s work ahead.” With a smile,
Johnny Marie drinks the water in three big gulps. “I guess you were thirsty, huh?” Amethyst
asks.
Johnny Marie nods and once the Marx Brothers Show ends, she stands and wishes the
two of them good night again.
“Uh oh,” Amethyst says after Johnny Marie walks back upstairs. “You have that look.”
“What look?” William asks as he lights his pipe.
“The look Cousine Vanna always got when she had an idea for a new project. Will I need
to have my things moved into the Acadia so you’ll have more room?”
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“Nothing of the sort.” At least, not yet, he thinks as he inhales. “What Johnny Marie said
had me thinking is all.”
“Thinkin’ about what?”
“With three brothers gone, they should have enough money to be living better than they
are now. So, where’s all the money going?”
Unable to give him an answer, Amethyst remains silent and tends to her knitting.
The two continue listening to the radio. Midway through Voice of Firestone, they are
startled by the front door slamming.
Once Amethyst retrieves her pistol from her purse in the kitchen, William walks into the
foyer with Amethyst following closely behind.
He holds his hand up and she places her pistol in her night coat when they see Susie
staggering through the entryway.
“I think we figured out where the money’s goin’,” Amethyst says under her breath before
walking to the stairs to tend to Susie, who has laid down on one of the steps.
William nods and holds his hand out. He takes Amethyst’s proffered pistol with him and
walks back into the parlor. After taking one last sip of his water and turning off the radio for the
evening, he places the empty glass in the sink and Amethyst’s pistol back in her purse.

Three

When Raleigh moved to Oklahoma, he thought he would stay there for good.
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Florence had not wanted to go back to Missouri, and once she told him the story about
how she ended up at the Meridian County Home For Wayward Girls, he understood why.
She drew near to Justin’s family since returning to their home, where she has been with
Mabel Justine ever since leaving Texas.
It took a good while for Justin’s family to warm up to him, and Florence would not marry
Raleigh without their blessing.
With a promise that he would not move elsewhere and take Florence and Mabel Justine
with him, he proposed within minutes of Justin’s father finally giving the go-ahead and married
Florence by week’s end.
He has spent the eight years since preaching at the local church. Because the community
is so small, there is not enough of any one denomination living there to have its own church.
Instead, they pulled their resources together, built one Christian Church for all to attend, and
stuck to the parts of Christianity they could all agree upon to make the arrangement work.
She never lost her doubts, but Florence played piano for the church.
The three of them lived in a quaint prairie home close to Justin’s family until the town
was devastated by the Crash and ensuing drought.
Out of the ones who left, they were among the last to leave. They held out as long as they
could, but once they were no longer able to grow enough food to feed themselves—let alone
enough to earn enough money to live on—it was time to go.
Justin’s father and his two brothers who had not already moved out headed west to search
for work.
Instead of leaving the others behind, Raleigh brought Florence, Justin’s mother, and
Justin’s three little sisters all back with him to Meridian County.
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Garnet, Lillian, and the boys moved into the vacant Petite Lis so Raleigh could move
back to the home he left behind almost a decade before.
Justin’s mother occupied a room, Raleigh and Florence one, Mabel Justine and Justin’s
younger sisters in the third, and Little Raleigh in the fourth. Though cramped, at four bedrooms,
the Acadia could fit Justin’s family’s old house in Oklahoma inside more than twice over.
Enough time had passed for the way in which he left Meridian County and Trinity
Episcopal Church to no longer be the source of gossip, but Raleigh has yet return to its pulpit
though the church has gone through a series of interim rectors over the past several years.
Instead, he spends his days helping those in Loving and Meridian County who did not
have enough to eat; a percentage of the population only increasing as the months wear on.
“Don’t think about it, Cousin,” Amethyst surprises him as he walks about the Fleur de
Lis’ second floor, looking at the collection of their family’s portraits.
“Think about what, Ame?”
“Already had to talk The Major out of it. Don’t feel like doing it for you too.”
“We gotta do something, Ame. Have you seen how some people are living?”
She nods.
“We are doing something. A lot more than a lot of people in our position are. Anyways,
The Major’s already setting the Magnolia Inn up for those needin’ places to stay so they don’t
have to stay in the Hooverville anymore. And he done hired so many people to work and stay
’round here that they’re falling on top of each other to actually get some work done. Looks like
Cousine Vanna’s rubbed off on him.”
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“He wouldn’t be the first,” he says as he walks past her childhood bedroom. Pausing, he
places a hand on the door, gives a sad smile to Amethyst, and finds his way to the back stairs that
will lead him back to the Acadia.

With the heat at its height now, Johnny Marie is gladder than ever she got caught stealing
that egg. Spending her first summer in a home with air conditioning has spoiled her though she
spent most of her days working at The General Store or playing outside with Lawnie and Lyle
and Mabel Justine and Little Raleigh.
Some days, she goes with Big Raleigh to the breadlines to help feed a lot of the people
she used to live with in the Hooverville because Amethyst told her that it’s important to take
what you need and give back once you don’t need anymore.
At the Fleur de Lis, she enjoys having her own room and the privacy that doors and
separate rooms bring though either Mabel Justine spends the night with Johnny Marie or Johnny
Marie spends the night with Mabel Justine more often than not.
When Mabel Justine explained that Raleigh is her daddy on earth while her real daddy is
in Heaven, the two formed their own club because they have their daddies’ names in their names
and both of their daddies are dead.
When they’re not at odds with each other—usually caused by both wanting to play the
same part they heard on the radio the night before while role playing or something of the like—
the two are inseparable.
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She misses her brothers—especially Patty—dearly, but both Mabel Justine and Lawnie
help her by reading the letters Patty writes to her and writing some back to him.
Everything in her life is going good for the first time ever.
Everything but Susie.
Two months after moving in, Susie leaves almost every night after dinner. Johnny Marie
has taken to waking up before dawn because that’s usually when Susie would finally return from
where she snuck out to on the nights she came back at all.
Just as her mother did when she left, Johnny Marie quietly sneaks out of the front door
and walk on the grass beside the gravel road leading down to FM 3877. She then opens the gate
to retrieve Susie.
Tonight, Susie leans against the side of the gate.
Johnny Marie isn’t sure how long her mother’s been out here, but it can’t be that long
since Susie is still standing instead of sitting with her back against the gate or sleeping in the
grass.
On the worst nights like this one, she does her best to help Susie walk inside. Though
Susie is both taller and heavier than Johnny Marie, Johnny Marie wraps one of Susie’s arms
around her shoulder and steadies her mother as best she can.
Once they get inside, Johnny Marie places her free hand over her mother’s mouth to
muffle her talking—all in Swedish so Johnny Marie, who’s never learned the language, doesn’t
understand any of it—long enough to get her upstairs without waking up William.
After running a bath for her and helping her into a new change of clothes, she gets Susie
to bed and herself downstairs to breakfast like nothing has happened.

113

Not particularly fond of baseball, William sits at the table in the eat-in kitchen with the
windows open to let in the fall breeze, reading the Loving Ledger in peace.
Like every Saturday, he has returned from spending his morning visiting with a few
friends he has made since moving to Meridian County.
It is the only time Amethyst and Garnet don’t stop him from driving the Eagle since
neither ever wake up in time to stop him from leaving.
By the time William returns, however, both are awake and scolding him for still driving
at his age before Garnet leaves with the Eagle to run his own errands.
“Anything?” William asks Garnet as he enters the kitchen from the back entrance.
Garnet shakes his head and walks to the parlor’s sofa to sit in between a feuding Lawnie
and Lyle to keep them from hitting one another as they all listen to Game 5 of the World Series.
Amethyst and Lillian sit knitting in the two chairs opposite of the sofa while C.J., off
today to listen to the game, sits next to Raleigh.
Mabel Justine and Little Raleigh sit on the floor in front of them while waiting for
Florence and Justin’s family to get back from Loving.
“How much did you hear this time?” William calls out to Johnny Marie, alluding to her
penchant for listening in on others’ conversations. He remains seated as she enters and pours
herself a glass of water.
She shrugs her shoulders.
“We’re doing everything we can to find her.” He waits for her to reply with a “she’ll be
back soon” like she had since Susie failed to return in June.
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This time, Johnny Marie doesn’t reply to this at all.
“Can I stay in here with you?” She asks instead, still standing beside him. “Baseball’s
boring.”
With a laugh, he pulls out the chair next to him for her to sit on and hands her part of the
Loving Ledger he isn’t reading.
“On second thought, I’ll just listen to the game instead,” she decides once she doesn’t see
the funny papers among the pages William has given her and stands.
“Johnny Marie,” he calls in a tone that leaves her no other choice but to sit back down
next to him. “We talked about this.”
“No. You talked about it. I ain’t never agreed to nothin’,” she sasses back, earning a look
of warning from him.
“You were supposed to start school last month,” he reminds her.
Instead, she leaves the Fleur de Lis until everyone else has to leave for work and isn’t
seen again until dinnertime.
“Don’t need school,” she says under her breath.
“Come again?”
“I said I don’t need school,” she repeats loud enough for him to hear. “Why can’t I keep
workin’ at the store like I did this summer?”
“We’re not having this argument again. Girls your age who don’t have to work to help
their families go to school. You don’t have to work. You should be going to school.”
She rolls her eyes.
“Be happy I’m not Amethyst. That would’ve earned you a pop on your shoulder.”

115

She’s been earning many pops on the shoulder; the number increasing rapidly as the time
of Susie’s absence grows longer.
“I’ll pop her back next time.”
“Oh you will?” Amethyst asks, taking the jug of sweet tea out of the refrigerator and then
two glasses from the cupboard to pour it in.
“Try it and see,” Johnny Marie responds, standing up and facing Amethyst.
“That’s enough, Johnny Marie,” William warns.
With a huff, Johnny Marie stomps up the kitchen’s stair case and to her bedroom.
Both William and Amethyst stiffen as her slamming door reverberates through the house.
“Girl needs Susie back,” Amethyst tells him quietly before returning to the living room.
“And quick,” William says to himself before returning to the Loving Ledger.

Amethyst knocks on the door once it’s time for supper and once again when supper is
over with a plate of food for Johnny Marie.
Both times, Amethyst is greeted with silence.
When she comes upstairs once more and sees the plate of food still on her side of the
door, she enters after knocking to find Johnny Marie awake and lying in bed.
“The Opry’s about to come on,” Amethyst says and moves out the way, carrying the plate
of food inside with her. “I know how much you love listenin’.”
God help anyone in Johnny Marie’s way on her way to the living room when it was time
for the Grand Ole Opry to come on. And God help anyone who talked while the show was on.
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Johnny Marie just shrugs and stays in her bed.
Placing the plate on the night table, Amethyst lies down beside her. It’s a tight fit on the
twin mattress, but Johnny Marie moves over enough for both to have room.
Even before Susie left, Amethyst took to doing this every now and again when she wasn’t
at the hospital after William suggested it might be nice for Johnny Marie to have a woman to talk
to since she spent so much of her time around boys and men.
It took some doing, but once Amethyst shared some small confidences with her, Johnny
Marie began to confide in her as well.
After Amethyst revealed that Johnny Marie had been born in the house Garnet lives in
now, Johnny Marie told her what became of the Johannssons once her mother and brothers
recovered.
Susie struggled throughout the 20s with four children to feed and without her husband’s
income. The family went to whatever farms that were still paying around Meridian and the
surrounding counties.
John John was drafted shortly after the Crash, but they continued to struggle even after
Nicky and Patty left for the CCC.
Now with just Johnny Marie, Susie made the decision to return to the Ogletree property
for the first time since losing John in hopes that Savannah was still alive and could take them in.
The two moved to the outskirts where other the homeless were living and had been there
ever since finding out Savannah was not.
But as Susie remained missing, Amethyst and Johnny Marie’s conversations became
more and more one sided as Johnny Marie has taken to only speaking in short, mostly
monosyllabic sentences with the exception of this afternoon’s outburst.

117

Amethyst has recently begun calling her Little Garnet since Garnet has always had the
same affinity for being quiet, an affinity that has only increased as an adult.
“If you get up now, you can still catch most of the show,” Amethyst says after a long
period of silence.
“Don’t feel like listenin’ tonight,” Johnny Marie eventually answers.
Amethyst exhales as Johnny Marie rolls on her side facing away from Amethyst.

It takes several minutes of coaxing before Amethyst finally convinces Johnny Marie to
come and take a walk with her.
Between the store and playing with the other children, they usually could not keep
Johnny Marie inside on the weekend.
Amethyst chalked it up to Johnny Marie growing up with three older brothers because
she could not think of another fourteen-year-old girl who liked being outside as much as Johnny
Marie did, but she had not been outside for days before tonight.
Normally, they make this walk during the day, and Amethyst let Johnny Marie carry
flowers to the proper place once she figures out where to go.
On the way to the family’s section at the rear of the property, the two pass the
gravestones of those who have worked for the family over the years like Matthias.
Amethyst may come from a relatively small family—at least in comparison to other
Meridian County residents who can count the number of family members living nearby by the
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dozens—but rarely a month passes that does not hold an anniversary of someone’s birth or death
that Amethyst wanted to honor.
Today is Savannah’s birthday.
Once the two sit, Amethyst begins talking about her family.
Johnny Marie has had—and asked—many questions about the pictures hanging up in the
hallway since she moved in.
Amethyst hopes answering some more of them may temporarily put Johnny Marie in a
better and more talkative mood.
After awhile, Johnny Marie lays her head down on Amethyst’s lap and Amethyst combs
through her shoulder-length hair with her fingers as she tells her about spending her summers in
Meridian County with Garnet and their sister Pearl.
“How come she ain’t here too?” Johnny Marie interrupts her.
“She moved from Detroit to Louisiana to go to college. She’s still living down there.
She’s a teacher like Cousine Vanna and our grandmaman were. Where was I?”
“You was talkin’ bout how you used to live in Detroit.”
“That’s right. Anyways, after Momma and Daddy married, they decided to move up
North since things were supposed to be better up there. He worked on the trains my Grand-oncle
Hollingsworth and his side of the family owned.”
“What did your momma do?”
“She worked for a family close to where we lived in Detroit once we started school and
stopped once Pearl and I went on to college and Garnet started working on the trains like Daddy
and Grandpapa.”
“How are all y’all related anyways? And how are you related to William?”
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“Well, The Major’s brother was my grand-tantie’s husband. And Grandmaman and
Grand-tantie Cady were sisters. They had the same daddy. That’s a long story though. Pretty
convoluted too.”
“What’s that mean?”
“Complicated. It’s very complicated.”
“How so?”
Amethyst exhales. While she’s glad she’s gotten Johnny Marie to talk more, she’s
forgotten how many questions she can ask in rapid succession.
“Things are different in Louisiana. At least, they were back then. After Cady’s momma
had her, their daddy took up with my great grandmaman.”
“And they had your grandmaman?”
Amethyst nods.
“What happened to Cady’s momma?”
“She eventually moved back to France where she and her family were from. Grand-tantie
followed her to go to a finishing school there—”
“What’s that?”
“Girls go there to learn how to keep a house and act properly and such before gettin’
married. But Cady got married before she finished and moved to Georgia. Don’t know the whole
story, but Grandmaman followed soon after for some reason.”
“Why you say that?”
“In Louisiana, Grandmaman was born free, but her leaving there could’ve made her in
danger of being enslaved. But she went to Georgia anyways, met my Grandpapa there, and so it
went. Any more questions?”
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“Have you ever been married, Amethyst?”
“Yes. Once.”
“Where he at?”
“Back in Detroit.”
“You just left him up there?”
“No, Johnny Marie. He died. We buried him there because that’s where his people are
from. Just like we brought Momma, Grandmaman, and Daddy back down here when they died.”
“How’d he die?”
Amethyst doesn’t answer her.
“It’s okay if you don’t wanna tell me. The Major always says if I had a nickel for every
question I ask, I’d end the Depression.”
Amethyst laughs at this before preparing herself to answer Johnny Marie’s question.
“I still don’t know the whole story. Don’t want to know. But Monty—that was my
husband—and Garnet left one day to go to work. Next thing I knew, Monty was dead and Garnet
was beat within an inch of his life.”
“Is that why his face is all messed up?”
Amethyst nods.
“That why he don’t talk much?”
“He was never very talkative, but he’s been real quiet ever since then.”
“They catch who did it?”
“That’s not how it works.”
“How come?”
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“Different sets of rules for different sets of people. Just how it is.” Amethyst moves
Johnny Marie’s head off of her lap and stands.
Johnny Marie stands as well and the two walk out of the cemetery.
“Sorry ’bout your husband.”
“It’s not your fault, Sweetie.”
The two make it to the main path and start walking back to the Fleur de Lis.
“Do you think Mamma will come back?”
“To tell the truth, I’m not sure anymore, Johnny Marie.”
“You think she’s still alive?”
“Not sure about that either.”
“Will The Major send me to a Children’s Home if she don’t come back?” Amethyst knew
about Susie’s life in a children’s home in Sweden thanks to her talks with Johnny Marie.
“No Sweetie,” she wraps a comforting arm around Johnny Marie’s shoulder. “How long
have you been worried about that?”
“I don’t know. Awhile I guess.”
“Well no more of that, okay?”
Johnny Marie nods.
“You’re family now. And you don’t turn your back on family. You remember that now,
ya hear?”
Johnny Marie nods and the two step into the Fleur de Lis in silence.
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Four

Johnny Marie helps Amethyst pick the rest of the squash and carrots from the garden
Amethyst’s grandmaman started over a half century before.
Johnny Marie had never heard of Thanksgiving before, but from what Lawnie and Mabel
Justine have told her about it, it sounded okay enough even if it meant eating extra vegetables.
If nothing else, she likes the idea of listening to football games on the radio and getting to
eat extra dessert.
It takes the promise of finally getting to try some of Amethyst’s famous bread pudding
her Grandmaman used to make, but Johnny Marie even agrees to help Amethyst, Florence, and
Lillian cook without complaining much about waking up early.
She helps Lillian carry enough food for her, Amethyst, Garnet, Lawnie, and Lyle to eat in
peace at the Petite Lis.
When Johnny Marie asks why they can’t all eat together in the Fleur de Lis once she
returns from the Petite Lis, Amethyst just tells her that it’s complicated and gets back to
chopping.
When Amethyst doesn’t tell her why it’s complicated, she shrugs her shoulders, takes a
sweet potato pie out of the oven, and replaces it with a pumpkin pie Amethyst prepared before
the first guests began showing up at a little after ten this morning.
She can hear the front door open and close from the kitchen and wonders how it was
possible for William to invite anyone else. The Fleur de Lis was already packed for an early
Thanksgiving dinner for those in Meridian who can’t afford a Thanksgiving dinner of their own.
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“Johnny Marie,” she hears William call out to her. “Can you come outside please?”
She takes off her apron and lays it down on one of the kitchen table’s chairs. She decides
to go out the back door and walk around to the front instead of trying to fight the crowd to leave
through the front door.
She sees William and Amethyst standing on either side of Patty.
Johnny Marie stops walking.
“Say hey to your brother, Johnny Marie,” Amethyst tells her.
Johnny Marie says nothing.
“Hey, Shortie,” Patty greets her, taking a step forward. “Can I have a hug?”
Johnny Marie doesn’t move.
“Please?”
“Johnny Marie, say hey to your brother,” Amethyst whispers after walking over to stand
beside Johnny Marie.
Johnny Marie shakes her head vigorously.
“Why not?”
“He’s gonna be mad at me when he finds out,” Johnny Marie whispers back to Amethyst.
“Finds out what?” Amethyst quietly asks.
“He made it my job to look out for Mamma when he left, and I didn’t do my job.”
“He already knows,” Amethyst informs her.
Johnny Marie looks up at her.
“How you know that?”
“The Major told him. They’ve been corresponding—”
“Huh?”
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“They’ve been writing letters to each other.”
“And you’re sure he ain’t mad at me?”
“I’m sure.”
With a smile, Johnny Marie runs over to Patty, almost knocking him to the ground with
the force of her hug.
“That’s more like it!” He laughs as he picks her up.

After Patty sets her back down on the ground, Johnny Marie takes his hand and gives him
a tour of the Fleur de Lis. After showing him the downstairs, she leads him up the Fleur de Lis’s
stairs and eventually makes it to her bedroom.
“This is Mabel Justine’s bed,” Johnny Marie points to the bed on the right with the pink
quilt adorning it, “and that’s mine,” she points to the bed on the left with the gray and white quilt
on top.
“You and this Mabel Justine have become thick as thieves, huh?”
“Uh huh,” Johnny says and nods. “Now we get to have sleepovers every night,” she
finishes excitedly and sits on her bed.
“Yeah. Mister William told me that. Told me you ain’t been goin’ to school either.”
Johnny Marie stops swinging her legs currently hanging over her bed.
“Why haven’t you been goin’, Shortie?”
“Nunna you went to school,” she refers to her brothers, who have never set foot in a
school either. “And all y’all are fine.”
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“Cuz we got lucky enough to get drafted or sent to the CCC. They taught us how to read
and write there. But there ain’t no Army or CCC for girls.”
Johnny Marie shrugs.
“Then I’ll find somethin’ I can do.”
“Got an answer for everything, huh Shortie?”
Johnny Marie nods.
“What do you do all day, anyways?”
“Hide till The Major and Amethyst leave then listen to the radio till they get back. I’d
much rather listen to Clara, Lu, and Em, and Today’s Children, and The Rise of the Goldbergs
than go to some stupid school—”
“That’s gotta be the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard come out your mouth.”
The words make Johnny Marie lower her head and stare at the ground. She was used to
John John and Nicky saying things like that to her before they left, but Patty had never said a
mean word to her.
Until now.
In response, she punches Patty in the arm with all her might and leaves him behind in her
bedroom as she stomps downstairs and into the kitchen.
“Hey there,” Amethyst greets her. “Do you like your surprise?”
“I hate it, and I don’t ever wanna see him or any of you ever again,” she yells, running
out the back door.
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Five

Patty was only able to visit over the holidays, leaving the others in charge of trying to
find Johnny Marie, who never returned after storming out of the Fleur de Lis on Thanksgiving.
“Johannsson,” William repeats himself and spells out the name to the person on the other
end of the phone line. “No, not Susie this time. Her daughter, Johnny Marie.” He rocks in his
chair, holding the phone in one hand and his pipe in the other.
As William talks on the phone, Amethyst paces the length of the parlor.
“Anything?” William hears Amethyst ask Garnet while he waits for a response.
Garnet shakes his head and places the car keys on the counter before returning to the
parlor, sitting on the sofa.
“Fourteen years old. Blonde hair. Blue eyes,” William gives the person Johnny Marie’s
description. “No visible marks or scars.” The hope is Johnny Marie has stayed close to home and
may be picked up by the authorities before she gets herself into too much trouble—or worse.
He has lost count of how many times he has repeated this information to different police
houses, reform schools, orphanages, and morgues located in and around Meridian County after
being connected by an operator.
He has also lost count of how many times he has been told that many kids have left home
or otherwise missing, how many times he has had Garnet take him to different municipalities to
identify bodies that are similar to the description he has given.
“Anything?” He asks Raleigh after covering the receiver.
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“Nothing,” Raleigh answers, sitting next to Florence on the sofa across from the one
Garnet sits on. “I’m sorry, M.J.,” he says specifically to Mabel Justine, who climbs onto his lap
as soon as he is situated.
After hanging up, William rises, sets his pipe on the table beside the chair, and walks out
of the parlor only to find Susie sitting on the bottom stair away from the others.
He shakes his head, pats her on the shoulder, and retires to his bedroom after another day
of looking for Johnny Marie has gone for naught.

Susie hadn’t meant to stay away for so long.
But in the end, she didn’t have much of a choice.
She promised she would never get as bad as her Mamma and Pappa. Their drinking got
so bad she spent most of her childhood in a barnhus in Sweden before marrying John and
moving to America.
It was supposed to be different in America.
But it wasn’t. Not even before the family came down with the Influenza that killed her
husband.
The more similar things became, the more Susie took to the drink that remained relatively
easy to find and indulge in even after Prohibition began.
She had gone out to drink that muggy June evening and next thing she knew, she was
drying out in what used to be an official Louisianan inebriate home and suffering from the many
effects that entailed.
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The structure and caretakers remained because they, like the drinking that brought her
there in the first place, went underground when Prohibition set in.
As she was informed by one of the women working there after suffering through the
worst of the withdrawals, as long as there were still people drinking, there would be a need for
them.
The woman reminded her of Savannah, who cared for her the last time she was bedridden
almost two decades before.
It took her a lot longer to recover from the drying-out than it had the Spanish Flu. One
bout of the latter, and she was healthy enough to move on.
For the former, she found herself either in a jail cell or in another bed drying out three
more times before it finally worked long enough for her to hop a freight train headed west and
walk the rest of the way home to Meridian County without drinking.
She spent her travels trying to work out in her mind exactly what she would tell Johnny
Marie when she saw her again.
She never thought she would return to find her only daughter has disappeared.
Susie remains on the bottom step even after William has given her the same report he has
for the ten days since she has been back—no one has seen or heard from Johnny Marie.
“We’re gonna find her,” Amethyst assures Susie after she exits the parlor, sitting down
next to her.
Susie wonders how often Amethyst told Johnny Marie the same thing when it was she
who had disappeared, but thinks better of asking the question out loud. Susie can only imagine
how Johnny Marie felt after months of this, if this is how she is feeling after only a few days.
“How are you feeling?” Amethyst asks her.
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“Same as I felt the last time you asked me. And the time before that,” Susie answers.
“Thought you might be. Wanna talk about it?”
Susie shakes her head no.
“Got a new letter from Patty this afternoon. Want me to read it to you?”
Susie shakes her head again and rests her head against the wall.
“How’d he look when you saw him?”
“He looked real good, Miz Susie. Real good. The CCC’s treatin’ him right. And all three
of your boys have been sending their monthly allotment. The Major’s been savin’ it for y’all to
use as you see fit. Get y’all a house or somethin’. Close to here though, we hope. We all took a
likin’ to Johnny Marie. Mable Justine’s just heartbroken that her best friend left—”
“She’s not the only one,” Susie quietly interrupts. “Always thought she took the most
after her Pappa. Guess she’s got some of me in her after all,” she adds, unable to hide both the
sadness and bitter reality of the situation.
She’s never been one for prayer as she had been turned off to any notion of religious
beliefs during her time in the barnhus.
But as Amethyst leads, Susie prays for the first time in her adult life anyways, hoping that
God will understand how dire the circumstances must be for her to take the time to do so and
actually listen to her.
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Six

Johnny Marie had two options: tell the Spencer County authorities where she came from
or be sent to the reform school straddling the Texas/Louisiana border.
She chose the former—at least that wouldn’t involve going to school.
Before she got caught stealing food in Spencer County, she managed to make it almost
200 miles between walking and hopping trains just like John John used to talk about doing when
he was searching for extra work back before he got drafted.
She had her sights set on making it all the way down to Galveston to see the ocean.
There’d be so much fish there she’d never have to worry about anything more than making sure
she at least had a line or a net to catch her food in for the rest of her life.
It was time for her to leave the Fleur de Lis anyways. She’d been there more than six
months by the time Patty came to visit—longer than she could ever remember living in one
place.
Even if it wasn’t, she had nothing keeping her there.
Her mamma wasn’t coming back.
All she used to have was Patty, but the CCC changed him. Made him mean.
She missed Mabel Justine and Lawnie the most, but she didn’t let herself think about
them most days. Not when she had to get enough food in her to keep going.
Too hungry to wait for the chance to catch and cook something, she gets caught trying to
steal a can of beans at a store just like The General Store shortly after hopping off of a train as it
slowed to a stop.
131

She tries to outrun him, but the officer manages to catch her and takes her to jail.
It isn’t until the second night—and the threat of reform school—that she finally gives up
her true age and where she used to stay before running away.
“Not that it matters,” she tells the officer who caught her after giving him the information
he requested. “They won’t want me no more anyways,” she adds before laying down on her cot,
facing the wall.
Through the cell’s little window, she watches the black sky lighten as daybreak hits
before finally falling asleep.

“You lost, Girl,” Johnny Marie hears the officer at the desk right across from the cell they
put her in asks and wakes up with the bright sun shining in her face.
Turning around, she’s able to see Amethyst standing on the other side of the desk.
“We got a call that y’all are holding Johnny Marie Johannsson here,” Amethyst responds.
“What’s it to you?” The officer asks.
“She’s with me,” she sees William walk and stand next to Amethyst. “We spoke on the
telephone. William Ogletree,” William holds his hand out for the officer to shake, who does so.
“Girl’s nothin’ but trouble. Should leave her for the reform school if you ask me.”
“I didn’t,” William responds, “but I will ask you this. How did she make it all the way
down here?”
“Train hoppin’ Lots of kids doin’ it nowadays on account of the Depression. Caint rightly
say I’ve heard of a girl doin’ it until now though. Mainly a boy’s thing.”
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“Can we see her?” William asks after nodding in response to the relayed information.
The officer points to Johnny Marie’s cell.
“You go ahead, Amethyst. I’ll see about getting Johnny Marie released.” After hearing
this, Johnny Marie turns back around and faces the wall again.
She remains on her side and keeps her back facing the cell’s door, pretending to sleep.
She hears the cell door open and footsteps approaching her cot, so she shuts her eyes as hard as
she can.
“Hello Johnny Marie,” Amethyst greets her.
Johnny Marie doesn’t move.
“You ain’t sleep, girl. Now sit up.”
Johnny Marie remains still until Amethyst pinches her ear, forces her to sit up, and sits
down beside her.
“That’s better.” Johnny Marie watches Amethyst give her a once over before she looks at
the concrete ground below her.
Amethyst stands, wets a hand with water from the sink, and sits back down next to
Johnny Marie. She then uses her dry hand to turn Johnny Marie’s head to face and starts cleaning
it off with the hand with water.
Johnny Marie jerks her head away only to have Amethyst bring her face back and placing
her dry hand on Johnny Marie’s chin to keep her still.
“Well, that’s a little better. You’ll be able to clean yourself up proper once you get out of
here.”
Johnny Marie goes back to looking at the ground as soon as Amethyst finishes.
“Patty called me dumb for listenin’ to radio all day insteada goin’ to school.”
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“Well that wasn’t very nice of him of him to say. It was right of him to say though. Just
not the way he said it.”
Johnny Marie looks up at Amethyst.
“You should be goin’ to school. We done all told you that.”
“Don’t wanna.”
“Why not?”
“Cuz I’m too stupid to go, alright? I caint even read. Even first graders can read. They
don’t got a grade low enough for kids as old and stupid as me—”
“You’re not stupid, Johnny Marie. Who said you were?”
Johnny Marie shrugs her shoulders and picks at the jail-issued dress she’s wearing.
“I just am, alright? I don’t wanna talk about it anymore.”
“That’s fine. It’ll do you some good to listen for awhile anyways. Remember how I told
you that you don’t turn your back on family?”
Johnny Marie nods.
“Well, you don’t run away from them either—”
“Guess it’s good y’all ain’t family then,” Johnny Marie responds.
“Now you’re just bein’ ugly, Johnny Marie. And there’s no need for that,”
Johnny Marie looks up and sees Susie standing on the other side of the cell. As soon as
the officer opens the cell’s door, Susie enters.
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Susie sits shocked where Amethyst has just vacated as she exits the cell. She knows
Johnny Marie can have a mouth on her every now and again, but she’s never been one to be
deliberately hurtful.
“You’re gonna apologize to her as soon as you see her next,” Susie tells her.
“For what? They ain’t family.” Johnny Marie brings her knees up to her chest and rests
her chin on them.
“They took care of you when I couldn’t. Sounds like family to me.”
“Then you go back to livin’ with them then.” Johnny Marie leaves her bed and sits down
on the floor with her back against the wall. “They made him be mean to me. He ain’t never cared
about me goin’ to school and he ain’t never said a mean thing to me till Thanksgiving.” She
crosses her arms at her chest. “If The Major hadn’ta told him nothin’, he wouldn’t’ve said
nothin’—”
“Enough, Johnny Marie. Your brother sayin’ somethin’ mean to you ain’t no reason to
run away from home and get yourself arrested and you know it. And it sure ain’t no reason for
you to treat Amethyst the way you did just now. She’s been worried sick since you left—”
“How you know that? You wasn’t there—”
“That’s right. I wasn’t. But she was. And so was Mister William. If you think them
wantin’ a better future for you gives you cause to run away and act like this, then I’ve done a
worse job raisin’ you than I thought I did.” Susie stands from the bed and sits next to Johnny
Marie on the floor.
“It don’t matter no how. I ain’t ever goin’ back to that stupid school.”
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Susie looks at her daughter, surprised to hear this.
“Whatcha mean by ‘goin’ back’?”
“I went to that stupid school like everyone told me to do, and I couldn’t do nothin’ there.
And all the other kids laughed at me for not bein’ able to do nothin’, and the teacher told me that
I couldn’t be there if I couldn’t do what all the other kids could do so I left.”
“When did all that happen?”
“First day of school. The teacher gave everyone a spellin’ test and a ’rithmetic test to see
what all everyone remembered from last year. I couldn’t do any of it.”
“Johnny Marie, how come you ain’t told nobody that?”
Johnny Marie shrugs and wipes the tears that have begun falling.
Susie wraps an arm around Johnny Marie’s shoulder.
Johnny Marie recoils.
“I guess I had that comin’, huh?” Susie returns her rejected arm to her side. “You ain’t
stupid. You just ain’t got a chance to learn what you need to learn yet. I’ll make sure you do—”
“You? Til you leave again?”
“I ain’t leavin’ again—”
“Liar.”
Susie lifts Johnny Marie’s chin up to look her in the eyes.
“Stop sassin’ me, Little Girl.” Susie holds Johnny Marie’s cheeks in her hand to keep
Johnny Marie from looking back down. “You got every right to be mad at me for leavin’, but I’m
back now. And I ain’t drinkin’ no more—”
“Yeah. Right.”
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“I said don’t talk to me like that.” Susie’s hand pinching Johnny Marie’s cheeks tighten.
“I’m still your mamma—”
“Only when you wanna be. Once you start drinkin’ again, then you ain’t nothin’ again.”
Johnny Marie pushes Susie’s hand off of her cheeks and stands up. “I’d rather go to that stupid
reform school than go back to you. I wish I was a boy like Nicky and Patty. Then I coulda joined
the CCC and get far far away from you and never have to see you again.”
Stunned, Susie stands and asks the officer standing nearby to leave. She walks as quickly
as she can outside.
There, she finds Amethyst since she’s not allowed to wait anywhere inside the building.
“How’d you fare?” Amethyst asks her.
“She hates me,” Susie responds, sitting next to her. “My little girl hates me,” she’s able to
get out before the sobs overtake her.

Considering how close the two became, Amethyst went in to talk to her first, but Johnny
Marie summarily rejected her.
Strike one.
Susie then tried to talk to her daughter and only fared worse.
Strike two.
Now, it’s his turn.
He walks into her cell hoping not to strike out.
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“I got a letter here,” William informs Johnny Marie as he enters the cell. “From Mabel
Justine.” As he anticipated, Johnny Marie looks up at him and sees the letter after hearing the
news. “She’s missed you somethin’ fierce since you left us. Would you like me to read it to
you?”
Johnny Marie looks like she’s mulling the choice over, but she surprises him by taking
the letter, crumpling it up with her hands, and throwing it on the ground.
“Both Mabel Justine and Lawnie asked Santa for you to come home this year,” William
continues on like nothing has happened. “That’s the only present they want—”
“Ain’t no such thing as Santa. Only stupid little kids believe in somethin’ as stupid as
that—”
“And Mabel Justine’s been writing down what’s been happenin’ on the Opry so you
won’t feel behind—”
“I don’t care,” Johnny Marie yells.
“And made you such a pretty ornament to hang on the Christmas tree. We got the biggest
one we could find. Had to put it by the staircase on the first floor since the ceiling’s higher over
there. Been waitin’ for you to get back to finally decorate it though. And you and Mabel Justine
can finally host that concert y’all have been talking about for weeks now.”
Johnny Marie sits down on the cot.
“You’ll be happy to know the shop owner’s not pressing charges. The officers are gonna
let you come home with us—”
“I don’t wanna go home with y’all.”
“It’s a good thing I didn’t ask what you wanted then, huh?”
Johnny Marie huffs in response.
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William sits on the bed beside her.
“You know, your mother hasn’t had a drink in over two months.”
Johnny Marie looks up in surprise.
“Even now with Prohibition over, she still hasn’t had a single drink.”
“How you know that?”
“She told us as much.”
Johnny Marie looks back down on the ground.
“She lies.”
“I’m sure has before. She was sick. And people do a lot of things they’re not proud of
when they’re sick. But she’s better now.”
“She’s stopped drinkin’ before. Then she starts again. What makes this time different?”
“She stayed in a place. It’s like a hospital. Their job is to help people who have drinking
problems stop drinking. Has she ever done that before? Stayed at a place that’ll help her stop
drinking?”
Johnny Marie shakes her head no.
“Wanna know what I think?”
After awhile, Johnny Marie nods.
“I think your mother is really trying to do right this time. Wanna know what else I
think?”
Johnny Marie nods again.
“I think you need to try too.”
At last, Johnny Marie finally looks at him instead of the floor or the wall.
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“I think you need to give your mother a chance to show you that she’s trying to change.
She’s not perfect—far from it—but she’s trying. And that should count for something.”
William stands and walks out of the door once the officer unlocks it.
Johnny Marie asks and stands as well, following William out of the door after picking up
Mabel Justine’s letter from the floor once she’s told that she’s allowed to leave.

The moment Johnny Marie steps outside the jail, Amethyst leads her to the colored public
bathroom across the street to wash her face.
Amethyst uses a rough paper towel she gathers from the hanging dispenser and the
lukewarm water from the faucet to get the job done.
After finishing, Amethyst looks at Johnny Marie’s reflection in the mirror.
“That’s much better,” Amethyst says with a smile.
Johnny Marie turns around and looks at her.
“Wanna know something else family does?” Amethyst asks her.
Johnny Marie nods.
“They forgive,” she responds with a hug. “Remember that, ya hear?”
Johnny Marie nods again and hugs her back.
When they break off the hug, they both walk back outside where they run into Susie,
waiting outside.
“Remember what I said,” Amethyst whispers in Johnny Marie’s ear before entering the
Eagle’s back seat.
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“The Major said you ain’t had nothin’ to drink in two months,” Johnny Marie says to
Susie.
“More like three almost. Longest in a long while,” Susie responds with a smile. “Looks
like they’re waiting for us,” Susie points to the Eagle with Garnet, William, and Amethyst
waiting inside and starts walking towards it.
“Mamma,” Johnny Marie calls out.
Susie turns around and barely has time to brace herself before Johnny Marie hugs her.
Susie wraps her arms tightly around her daughter and begins to cry again.
Neither says a word.
Neither needs to.
“Let’s go home, Garnet,” William says from the front seat once Johnny Marie and Susie
enter and Susie closes the car door.
Garnet nods, starts the car, and begins their journey north back to Meridian County.
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V. Home and Abroad

“It's a funny thing coming home. Nothing changes. Everything looks
the same, feels the same, even smells the same. You realize what's
changed, is you.”

—Eric Roth
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Samuel

One: 1941

It was Johnny Marie’s Sunday to wake up early enough to get Billie and Mabel Justine up and
out of the Fleur de Lis to get some fishing in before the rest of the family woke up.
Though Johnny Marie was now an adult and Mabel Justine was a year away from being one
herself, Billie—named for William—was a welcome addition to the club the two of them created as
children.
Most Sundays, the three of them make it out without being detected by C.J.’s wife, Agnes,
who continually tries to convince them to accompany her to the Pentecostal Church of God in
Christ in Hughes County.
Pushing fifty at the time, no one ever thought C.J. would ever get married, but meeting
Agnes—who stopped at The Filling Station on a day that Garnet wasn’t around to tend to
customers—changed all that.
Agnes settled C.J. down, managed to get him to kick his weekly poker game and affinity for
bourbon that he shared with his grandfather, Hollingsworth, and even managed to get him—a
lapsed Catholic—sitting next to her at church every Sunday.
Johnny Marie, Mabel Justine, and Billie make the walk down to the pond. There, they meet
Lawnie, who is just returning from a music gig at the MerHu Juke Joint—named for its location on
the Meridian/Hughes County border where Susie and Johnny Marie used to live in the Hooverville.
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They don’t catch as much as they’re used to and threw back half of what they did. It’s not
enough to feed everyone at Sunday Supper, but Johnny Marie thinks she has fish to cook fish soup
if nothing else.
Lawnie never did learn how to fish though Johnny Marie tried to teach him for years.
Instead, he plays his harmonica and sings whatever lyrics come into his head. Every now and then,
Johnny Marie has to remind him that he’s in the presence of a six-year-old and hopes that Billie
hasn’t caught much of what Lawnie sang.
More than once, Billie would burst out singing some of what she learned from Lawnie
during Sunday Supper or another inappropriate occasion only to get a stern talking to by one—or
more—of the other adults she was dining with while Johnny Marie, Mabel Justine, and Lawnie tried
not to laugh at the not-so innocent words Lawnie loved to sing coming out of the little girl’s mouth.
The four of them call it a morning a little after noon and walk back to the Fleur de Lis. As
they walk, Billie acts out what she remembers hearing Minnie Pearl saying on last night’s Opry before
she, Mabel Justine, and Johnny Marie start singing a song they heard the Williams Sisters sing the
night before.
They are both shocked to find Garnet and Lillian’s youngest son waiting for them on the
Fleur de Lis’ front porch since the Black Baptists never get out before three.
“Come quick!” Cecil calls out, “Pearl Harbor’s been bombed!” He runs back inside, and they
follow quickly behind.
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“Yesterday, December 7th 1941—a date which will live in infamy— the United States of
America was suddenly and deliberately attacked by naval and air forces of the Empire of Japan,”
President Roosevelt’s speech begins.
In the living room, Cecil sits on Lawnie’s lap with Garnet and Lillian sitting on either
side.
Lillian holds her youngest son’s hand with one hand and holds the tissue to catch her
tears before they get too far down her face with her other.
On the sofa on the opposite side, C.J. and Agnes sit with Billie in between them.
Amethyst sits in one wingback chair; Johnny Marie and Mabel Justine share the second.
Susie sits in William’s rocking chair.
Raleigh, Florence, and Little Raleigh return from church at Trinity Episcopal—as
parishioners, not staff members—and Raleigh and Little Raleigh stand by the radio while
Florence sits in the spot in between C.J. and Agnes that Billie has vacated, opting to sit in Johnny
Marie’s lap instead.
All of their attentions remain glued to the radio as they have been since they learned the
news from Hawaii.
“I ask that the Congress declare that since the unprovoked and dastardly attack by Japan
on Sunday, December 7th, a state of war has existed between the United States and the Japanese
Empire,” the speech ends.
“What’s that mean?” Cecil asks, breaking the silence that filled the room since the speech
ended, and C.J. turned off the radio.
“It means we’re going to war, Son,” Garnet tells him. “Another war,” he shakes his head
and stands, walking out of the parlor.
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Agnes leaves shortly afterwards and C.J. follows her back to the Pétale de Lis.
“Mamma, does that mean John John, Nick, and Pat are going to war too?” Billie asks
Susie.
“They might be, Sweetie,” Susie answers.
Billie walks over to Susie, who holds her youngest in her lap and rocks them both in the
chair.
“Are they gonna bomb us next?” Billie asks Susie once she’s comfortable.
Susie can’t answer the question.
Neither can anyone else who remains in the parlor.

Two: 1942

President Roosevelt said, “We are now in this war. We are all in it—all the way. Every
single man, woman, and child is a partner in the most tremendous undertaking of our American
history,” in his fireside chat the day after declaring war against Japan.
Johnny Marie has taken the words to heart.
She spends the next six months after Pearl Harbor working at The General Store, her fulltime post now that C.J. has stepped away. She works alongside Lyle, who has manned The
Filling Station since Garnet retired.

147

Once they get home from another day at the store, Johnny Marie helps Amethyst work on
the family’s garden that Amethyst expanded into a Victory Garden big enough for all of them
before everyone who is there tonight gather for dinner at the Fleur de Lis.
As the family listens to Fibber McGee & Molly while waiting for Bob Hope and Red
Skelton’s shows come on, the women write letters to those they know overseas in the living
room after both C.J. and Garnet return to their respective homes.
Mabel Justine writes to her beau, Kyle.
Lillian and Amethyst both write to Lawnie.
Cecil writes to Lawnie as well, with help from his mother.
Johnny Marie and Billie’s brothers serve in different branches, but John John, Nick, and
Pat had each been deployed overseas by the end of May. Susie and Johnny Marie write to them,
and Johnny Marie helps Billie write some too before her bedtime.
Once the letters are written, they are passed the pieces of paper around so each can write
a little bit before giving them to Johnny Marie so she can drop them off at the post office
tomorrow morning on her way to work.
“What do you want to say, Billie?” Johnny Marie asks her once she has everyone’s
letters.
“Come home soon.” Johnny Marie adds the sentence to each of the letters, lets Billie sign
her name on them, and seals them inside their designated envelopes.
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At three each weekday, Johnny Marie leaves her post behind The General Store’s counter
to pick up Billie from Meridian County Elementary School and Cecil from the Meridian County
Colored School, located within a mile of each other on either side of the train tracks that divide
the county.
On the way to back to the store, the two children discuss what their first grade classes did
in school, and they once again ask Johnny Marie if they’re both learning the same things, then
why do they have to go to different schools.
Once again, Johnny Marie can’t give them an answer but warns them not to ask it to
anyone outside the family.
Billie spends her afternoons inside the store with Johnny Marie as Cecil spends it out at
The Filling Station with Lyle.
Johnny Marie uses the time to help Billie’s reading as they sort canned goods or with
arithmetic while checking out customers’ purchases.
That helped Johnny Marie finally learn how to read and do basic math.
With Johnny Marie lacking even the most basic skills, the family pulled together to teach
her what she needed to know to finally attend school once they retrieved her from the Henderson
County jail years before.
C.J. and William worked with Johnny Marie on her reading and math.
Amethyst used her nursing skills to teach Johnny Marie science and her patience to teach
Johnny Marie how to write.
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Florence continued teaching both her and Mabel Justine to play the piano and music in
general; Lillian spent her free time teaching Johnny Marie the home economics she learned
working in the Fleur de Lis before marrying Garnet.
After a year of this, Johnny Marie was able to start attending school as a seventh grader at
fifteen going on sixteen with the family supplementing her lessons as necessary.
Though older than the rest of her classmates, Johnny Marie stuck it out as a promise to
William before he passed away, becoming the only Johannsson to earn her high school diploma
shortly before her twenty third birthday.
Johnny Marie has taken it upon herself to make sure that Billie would become the second.
On the Fridays Billie receives a good report, Johnny Marie takes her to the double feature
at the Paramount Theatre once she closes up the store.
William had done the same for her once she started going to school. Though the dates
were few and far between at first―thanks to Johnny Marie’s love for talking and asking too
many questions for her teachers’ liking―those times with William remains some of her most
cherished memories of him.
She wants to pass the tradition on to his daughter.
A newsreel showing Pearl Harbor’s bombing before The Fleet’s In started marred Johnny
Marie and Billie’s first movie night. Seeing the bombing caused Billie to begin having
nightmares regularly enough that Johnny Marie had to move her bed into her sister’s room—
Alexandria’s childhood room—and look after her while Susie worked overnight shifts at the
factory.
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Billie still looks forward to going to the double feature each week in spite of this, but
Johnny Marie makes sure they walk the long way to the Paramount. That way, they’ll get there
late enough to miss the newsreels but before the first movie begins.
During tonight’s walk, Johnny Marie sees the flyer looking for women willing to serve
stateside and overseas as auxiliaries.
“Johnny, we’re gonna be late,” Billie finally gets Johnny Marie’s attention by pulling her
arm. “Come on, Johnny.”
“Okay, Kid. I’m coming,” Johnny Marie responds and glances at the flyer one last time
before leading Billie down the road to the Paramount.

The last Monday in June, Johnny Marie waits at the recruitment office she saw on the
flyer. There’s already a line by the time she arrives after walking Billie and Cecil to school.
Knowing there’s a quota, she wonders if she’s gotten there too late, but she stays anyways and
waits for her number to be called.
“You got a diploma?” The recruiter asks her before she has a chance to sit.
“Yes Ma’am. Graduated last year,” she answers with a smile.
“Good,” the recruiter responds without any of the enthusiasm Johnny Marie shows.
“Can you type?”
“No Ma’am.”
“Got any secretary skills?”
“No Ma’am.”
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The recruiter sighs.
“Can you drive?”
“Yes Ma’am. Got my license and everything.”
The answer makes the recruiter nod and perk up some.
“Any other skills? Can you speak any foreign languages?”
“French. I took it in high school. Got all As.”
“Good.” The recruiter writes some information on a form. “You’ll do,” she finishes,
signing her name on the bottom of the form that officially begins the process of Johnny Marie
becoming a WAAC.

Three: 1943

Susie often transcribes dozens of letters for Billie to send to Johnny Marie a week once
Johnny Marie is sent to Western Europe.
Instead of moving wounded soldiers from the field to battlefield hospitals like William
did, Johnny Marie moves supplies as a motor pool driver.
Susie writes as fast as she can while Billie talks so she can catch as much as she can, but
she often has to ask her youngest to slow down so she can keep up.
A few years ago, she wouldn’t have been able to do this at all. She never learned to read
or write in Sweden nor once she and John moved to America.

152

It was William who had suggested that she learn, thinking Johnny Marie may take to it if
she saw her mother learning how to as well.
Now working days at the factory, Susie now takes Billie to and from school and listens to
Stella Dallas during her lunch hour to keep Johnny Marie up-to-date with their shared favorite
soap.
Each letter includes at least a tidbit of what has happened, but when she really sets her
mind to it, she sends a complete recap of a day’s episode for Johnny Marie to read when she has
some free time.
The letter writing helps sooth Susie’s nerves. With three of her four eldest children still
overseas, however, nothing calms her fears like receiving a letter from one of them.
But after a decade away, Patty was back home in Meridian County at last.
He left for the CCC a spry eighteen year old and returned at almost thirty and moved into
what was once Raleigh’s bedroom in the Fleur de Lis.
Susie enjoys the company now that Garnet, Lillian, Cecil, and even Amethyst followed
Lyle to St. Louis. With his poor eyesight precluding him from service, Lyle instead decided to go
to college. With Lillian being from there and Lyle’s acceptance into Stowe Teacher’s College,
the five of them left Meridian County shortly after Johnny Marie did.
Patty’s arrival also helped Billie out of the funk created by both her older sister and best
friend leaving Meridian County.
Patty had been assigned to the transportation corps and had been lucky enough to not
have to fight in any battles, but that doesn’t stop Billie from asking him to tell her all the stories
he could from what he saw and did over there.
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“She’s just like Johnny Marie was at that age,” Patty says as he and Susie sit on the front
porch while he smokes a cigarette. Usually, their time on the front porch involves him talking
about the guilt he feels driving those boys to their assignments knowing how many of them
would get hurt or die once they arrived.
Surviving another barrage of Billie’s questions—and answering them to her
satisfaction—Patty’s guilt takes a momentary back seat to thinking about his two sisters.
“Same white blonde hair,” Susie agrees.
“Same askin’ a million questions,” Patty adds before Billie finds them out there and
begins again.
Sensing her youngest son’s fatigue, Susie reminds Billie Burns & Allen is about to come
on.
The news makes Billie scurry back inside.
“Thanks, Mamma. I just can’t handle any more questions at the moment.”
Susie nods.
“She doing any better?”
“She has her moments when too much time goes by without a letter from Johnny Marie,
or when she hears about someone gettin’ hurt or killed over there, but she’s doin’ alright for the
most part. How are you doin’?
Patty shrugs his shoulders.
“Good days and bad days—”
“Mamma? Patty? Are ya comin’?” Billie calls out from the window.
“Guess that’s our cue,” Patty laughs, putting out his cigarette. “We’re comin’, Squirt,” he
calls back and holds the front door open for his mother.
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At times, Johnny Marie receives a dozen letters from Billie at once. Several of them,
often transcribed by Susie, detail the different radio programs they listen to on a nightly basis so
she won’t fall behind while she’s away.
Agnes writes her to tell her she has taken over things at The General Store in her absence
and keeps her updated every now and again.
In return, once she learns how censors read and redact things before sending letters back
stateside, Johnny Marie sticks to topics that won’t get crossed out. She focuses on safe things
such as the friends she’s making and what she does in her off time instead of talking about her
work.
Except for the lack of personal conveniences at times, it has been smooth sailing for her
as she delivers goods and products from station to station behind the front lines.
As she starts the quiet drive back to her home base, she starts thinking about the other
women she serves with and their plans once the war is over. Some of them are talking about
staying a WAC if they’re allowed to.
Others think about finding a job back home, but some are ready to go home, find a fella,
and start having children.
Johnny Marie can’t decide what she wants to do next.
She likes her job at The General Store well enough, but hasn’t ever thought about what
else there is to do outside of there.
Maybe she’ll go to Weslyn College. It’s an easy commute to Martin County if she wants
to do it.
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Only a county away from Meridian County, she’d be close enough to home but still get
the chance to experience something different.
Or she can sign up for correspondence courses like Lyle did before he decided to go to
college full time.
But then she wonders what she might major in and what would she do if she graduates.
In her next letter to Susie, she’ll ask her mother to send her Weslyn College’s catalog.
Too deep in thought, she has no idea know what hits her.

Four: 1944

This isn’t something Patty can freely advertise, but as it turns out, he doesn’t have to.
He became reacquainted with childhood friend Samuel, who evolved from his Prohibition
enterprises to a black market that consisted of items such as meat and dairy.
Thanks to him, Patty was able to use the extra food Samuel was able to offer as well as
his contacts to get his “project” off the ground.
He only told Susie that he knew about some men needing a place to stay—the less of the
truth she knew, the better.
Just in case.
Patty would like to think Miss Savannah would approve of this project. She was a pacifist
and believed in opening her home to those in need.
He’s doing exactly the same thing.
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Sort of.
Unlike the rest of Meridian County that was finally beginning to grow like Loving had
been doing north of the tracks for years, the Ogletree property remains secluded and surrounded
by trees, making the Fleur de Lis nearly invisible from Main Street, which now connects across
the entire county from north to south.
It’s too late for Patty to save those who were overseas, but if he can keep others from
having to go in the first place, maybe that would finally help absolve some of his guilt for the
role he played in getting so many men injured or killed.
“He can’t be here, Patty,” Les says pointing at Kazuo.
Les had been hiding in Mississippi since returning stateside on furlough and not going
back once his time was up.
He had been hitching and working enough odd jobs to stay afloat since word got around
that some soldiers had come looking for him when he didn’t return to duty.
“It’s his people’s fault we’re in this mess in the first place,” Les finishes and spits some
of his dip into his cup.
“I am Sansei. My great grandfather came here almost a century ago,” Kazuo tells him.
“My family has been American longer than yours.”
Separated from his family still living in Oregon, Kazuo was able to make it just east of
the evacuation area before the relocations began.
He had not yet been able to restart his education or find stable employment because of his
heritage, but he managed to be the only one in his family to escape being sent to a camp.
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Kazuo’s poor eyesight left him ineligible to serve even if he wanted to, but he lived in
constant fear of being interned in the camp the government set up in Arkansas, so he begged
Patty for a bed once he heard about what Patty was doing.
Patty took Kazuo in because he brought along a War Ration Book that could help feed
the ones who didn’t or couldn’t register for one.
“Guys, enough. We don’t need to turn on each other,” Paul, a Quaker whose religious
convictions forbade his service in any way, says.
Paul left his college in Pennsylvania en route to Mexico after one friend and fellow
Quaker was arrested as a contentious objector and another was sent overseas in a non-combat
role.
A chance moment of eavesdropping on what turned out to be Patty and Samuel
discussing their plans for the Fleur de Lis at the Magnolia Café led Paul to decide to stop just
short of his final destination and remain in Texas.
The one hundred dollars in cash he had left and his War Ration Book got him his bed.
“My country is America!” Kazuo yells despite Paul’s attempt to mediate. “I’m an
American!” He lunges towards Les before Patty steps in between Les and Kazuo to split them up
once more.
As Patty separates them, he can’t help but wonder if he’s gotten in way over his head.
Then he thinks about the dead men.
And the fact that the three he has given beds to could be arrested—at best—for hiding
out.
And he knows he’s doing what he has to do.
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It’s not until April that anyone learns about Johnny Marie’s condition.
Johnny Marie only writes to Patty from the hospital she was brought to after coming
under fire. With the warning to read her letter once he’s alone, she writes just enough for him to
get the gist of what has happened, but not enough to flag the censors.
When she finally returns to Meridian County in September, Johnny Marie finds Patty
waiting for her at the train station. With one of her arms in a sling and still confined to a
wheelchair as her legs heal, he’s careful when he leans down to hug her.
Johnny Marie has to let Patty carry her into the Fleur de Lis since she can’t walk up the
stairs before he brings in her wheelchair so she can sit back down.
When she sees seven men in the living room, Johnny Marie politely asks to speak to her
brother in the kitchen.
“Patty, who are all of these people?” Johnny Marie whispers from the kitchen.
“This is what I was talking about on the drive back here. I didn’t have a way to warn you
since they got censors reading letters and all.”
Johnny Marie stares at him, waiting for an answer.
“Please don’t say anything, Shortie. “I just…so many of them died over there. I wasn’t
like you, driving supplies. I was driving them. I literally drove so many of them…,” he trails off.
“You gotta promise not to tell a soul about this, Johnny Marie.”
“About what? I still don’t know what you’re doing.”
Patty sits down in the chair beside her wheelchair and explains his project to her in full
detail.
159

She remains silent long after he’s finished explaining.
“If we get caught, I’ll take full responsibility and all the consequences. You, Mamma,
and Billie won’t get in trouble. I just thought you deserved to know the truth, though, since
you’ve seen some of what I’ve seen.”
“How have you explained this to Billie?”
“She just thinks Mamma has taken in boarders since this place is so big, and Mamma
thinks they’re some of my friends from my unit. It ain’t a lie, really.” He takes a deep breath and
combs his fingers through his white blond hair. “You don’t think we’re all cowards for doing
this, do you?”
“Nothing cowardly about wanting to not get killed or maimed. Nothing at all,” she
assures him as he wheels her into the living room and introduces her to everyone. Once she
meets everyone, she excuses herself to the bedroom suite off of the kitchen—her new bedroom
for the time being.

After letting Johnny Marie rest for a couple of hours, Patty takes her to surprise Susie at
work during her lunch break. He then drives his Town and Country to Meridian County
Elementary School to pick up Billie once he drops Johnny Marie off at The General Store.
Fortunately for Johnny Marie, she had been able to catch an earlier connector train back
to Meridian County because like she told Patty: good report or not, she and Billie would be going
to tonight’s double feature at the Paramount.
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Right before the students are dismissed for the weekend, Patty takes his usual spot on the
sidewalk by his car to wait for Billie to come out of the building. He rests against the passenger
door until she comes out. After she greets him with a hug, he opens the door for her before
walking around to his side and enters.
As he drives them to The General Store, Billie tells him about her day and asks if he can
help her with multiplying fractions so she can do her homework over the weekend.
“Sorry, Squirt. They didn’t teach us that at the CCC. Can barely tell ya what a fraction is
let alone multiply it. Ask Aunt Agnes when we get to the store. If she don’t know, ask Uncle C.J.
when we get home.”
Once he parks in the back of The General Store, he gets out, puts on his overshirt for his
shift at The Filling Station, and opens the door for Billie to get out with a smile on his face.
“Whatcha smilin’ for?” Billie asks him.
“Go inside and find out,” he responds and she does so.
By the time he makes it inside, Billie’s already hugging Johnny Marie and crying.
“Not so tight, Squirt,” he tells his youngest sister, but to no avail.
“I missed you so much!” Billie says to Johnny Marie after finally letting her go. “What
happened to you? Why are you in a wheelchair? Cuz Kyle came back in a wheelchair he’ll never
get out of. Are you in a wheelchair you’ll never get out of—”
“Kyle?” Johnny Marie asks Patty. “Mabel Justine’s Kyle?”
Patty nods.
“My God,” she responds quietly.
“Johnny Marie,” Billie cuts into her thoughts about her best friend’s boyfriend. “What
happened to you? Are you gonna be okay?”
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“I…I was in the wrong place at the wrong time and got hurt. I’m not paralyzed,” Johnny
Marie answers Billie’s questions. “And I missed you too,” she adds at the end.
“Aren’t you gonna ask me if I got a good report?” Billie asks, already looking through
her schoolbag for the piece of paper with five smiley faces on it.
When Billie finds it, she shows it to Johnny Marie.
“Way to go! Double feature, here we come!” Johnny Marie exclaims with a smile.
Billie smiles and hugs her again, more careful this time to not cause Johnny Marie pain.
“I’m so glad you’re home.”
“Me too, Kid,” Johnny Marie replies, squeezing her back. “Me too.”

Johnny Marie can’t help but laugh as Lawnie tells her about his injury.
Only days after Johnny Marie returns, they received word that Lawnie has been injured
and would be coming home as well.
After stopping in St. Louis first to see his family, he returns to Meridian County and the
Acadia left vacant after Raleigh and his family—including Mabel Justine—moved back to
Oklahoma once the town they lived in before the Depression and the drought repopulated.
Once Lawnie drops off his belongings inside, he walks across the worn footpath between
the Acadia and Fleur de Lis to see Johnny Marie for the first time in almost three years.
He heard she was injured when he was visiting St. Louis, but he hadn’t known the extent
until he saw her lying in the bed where she spends most of her time while she recovers.
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“You literally shot yourself in the foot,” Johnny Marie says, setting off another burst of
laughter so strong she has to wipe away tears.
“Yeah…probably should’ve paid more attention in Basic on the day they taught us about
how to use guns,” he jokes, setting her off on another fit. “At least I didn’t crash after
daydreamin’ for so long I almost drove right into a firestorm.”
Her laughter dies down hearing that.
“Sorry, Cuz.”
“Uncle Sam really got the pick of the litter with us, huh,” she jokes back with a smile.
“And I’ll have you know I wasn’t daydreamin’. The gunfire spooked me is all.”
“I know it did,” he assures her, patting her good hand. “But we made it through and made
it out. All that matters now.”
Johnny Marie nods as Susie enters with Johnny Marie’s lunch.
“Hey, Lawnie. I didn’t know you made it in already.”
“Just got in a few minutes ago, Auntie Susie,” he rises and hugs her.
Afterwards, she helps Johnny Marie sit up.
With her dominant arm broken, Johnny Marie needs help with just about everything right
now, including eating. Most of the time, it’s Billie helping her out since she has taken it upon
herself to make sure her big sister gets better.
Billie’s even taken to sleeping on the foot of Johnny Marie’s bed downstairs just in case
Johnny Marie needs anything in the middle of the night.
She hears Billie enter through the back door and drop her school books on the kitchen
table. She then comes into the downstairs bedroom and walks right up to Johnny Marie without
greeting Susie or Lawnie.
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“Say hey to Lawnie, Billie,” Susie tells her.
“Hi Lawnie,” she says without looking up from the spiral notebook she picks up from the
night table. “Have you done your stretches yet?” She asks Johnny Marie.
“Not even a quick hug? I’m hurt. I thought we was friends, Billie,” Lawnie teases her, but
Billie’s not paying attention since her focus is strictly on Johnny Marie.
“Any headaches?” Billie asks her sister.
Johnny Marie shakes her head.
“Any pain?”
“Yeah. Just one in my neck,” she jokes, but it goes over Billie’s head as she notes it on
the makeshift chart she’s made to document Johnny Marie’s recovery. “I’m jokin’, Kid. I’m fine,
and yes I did my stretches. Now give a proper greetin’ to Mamma and Lawnie, then go do your
homework.”
After hugging Susie and Lawnie, Billie places the spiral back on the night table and
leaves the room.
“If I didn’t know any better,” Lawnie says after Billie leaves to sit at the kitchen table to
do her homework, “I’d say Auntie Ame done taken over Billie’s body.”
“Just a pop on the shoulder for sassin’ away from bein’ just like her,” Johnny Marie
responds before eating another spoonful of soup that Susie offers her.

Lawnie remains with Johnny Marie as Susie helps her finish eating her soup.
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Once Johnny Marie finishes, Susie helps her lie back down so she can take a nap. Then,
both she and Lawnie leave the room once Johnny Marie’s asleep.
Susie stays in the kitchen as Lawnie walks out to the front porch where Patty is sitting on
the porch swing drinking a beer.
Leaning against one of the columns, Patty offers him the unopened beer beside him.
“You really shot yourself in the foot, huh?” Patty asks and laughs as Lawnie opens the
beer.
“Accidents happen,” he says with a shrug, holding out his beer before taking a swig.
“Sure they do,” Patty eyes him and Lawnie smirks. “Say whatcha wanna say, man. I
know you’ve got somethin’ to say about this,” Patty points to the Fleur de Lis.
Patty had explained his project after picking up Lawnie from the train station so he’d
know what he was walking into. But now, Lawnie had gotten the chance to see it for himself.
“Don’t got much to say ’bout it. You done what you done, and it’s done now. Not judgin’
you though,” Lawnie adds, sitting down next to him. “Hated wonderin’ how many people eatin’
my food would be eatin’ for the last time. Wears on ya after awhile. Caint imagin’ doin’ what
you had to do, but you ain’t done nothin’ wrong, Cuz. You were just doin’ your job.”
“Don’t make it any easier. Don’t make me feel any better neither.”
“I know it don’t. Just thought it would help to hear it. If this is what you feel like you
gotta do to atone for that, so be it. But you ain’t the only one that’ll suffer if someone outside of
here catches on. You get that, right?”
“This all falls back on me. I made sure of that goin’ in. And I know the consequences, I
promise I do…but if I can just keep one person from goin’ over there and dyin’, or from being
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thrown in jail cuz they won’t, then so be it.” Patty finishes the rest of his beer. “I better be
getttin’ to work. Aunt Agnes hates tardiness something fierce.”
Standing up, Patty pats him on the shoulder and leaves Lawnie alone on the porch swing.

Five: 1945

In all, Patty has helped eleven men, who have stayed in the Fleur de Lis’s second floor at
one time or another since his project began.
Most only needed a place to stay for a week or two before moving on to their next stop,
but he hadn’t turned anyone away. More importantly—he hadn’t been caught.
By April, only Les, Kazuo, and Paul remain; Patty’s first three in will be his last three to
leave once the war ends.
Only Paul hears the bell coming from the downstairs bedroom and walks over to find
Johnny Marie struggling to sit up.
“I’m sorry to bother you,” Johnny Marie says, “but I need some help.”
“Not bothering me,” Paul responds, helping her move her legs to the edge of bed so she
can move into her wheelchair.
Setting one of her casted legs onto the footplate, she removes her arm sling so she’ll have
use of her arm as she wheels herself into the kitchen for some water.
Once she finishes, she wheels herself into the living room with Paul following closely
behind just as Les turns on the radio.
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Instead of tuning in in time to hear the beginning of Lowell Thomas News before NBC’s
Thursday evening programming began, the three hear that President Roosevelt has died in
Georgia.
As the others return home for the evening, they all congregate in the living room and
listen in disbelief until they become too tired to stay awake any longer, even after regular
programming resumes.
“What happens now?” Billie asks Johnny Marie hours later from her spot at the foot of
the bed.
“I have no idea, Kid. I truly have no idea,” Johnny Marie responds.
“Will President Truman make the war end soon?”
“God, I hope so,” Johnny Marie answers, falling asleep shortly afterwards.

It has been four months since everyone who remained living in the Fleur de Lis gathered
around the radio in disbelief once more while hearing the news of Germany’s surrender and
Hitler’s suicide.
Johnny Marie, out of her wheelchair and her casts finally removed, and Billie sit in the
living room when Max Jordan interrupts Stella Dallas.
“….The general impression in Diplomatic Quarters (is) that Japan has accepted the terms
of the Allies in principle—”
“What’s that mean?” Billie asks Johnny Marie over the radio.
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“It means the war’s over, Billie,” Johnny Marie answers as she pulls Billie next to her to
give her a hug. “It’s finally over.”
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